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PUBLISHER’S DESK 

The Innovation Equation

I
n his book Diff usion of Innovations, Everett Rogers writes that 
innovation “presents an individual or an organization with 
a new alternative or alternatives, with new means of solving 
problems.” The key words here are alternatives and problems. 

Every organization is presented with problems. The standard 
way of addressing them is to provide more resources. An inno-
vation is a means of solving problems that is an alternative to 
adding resources.

Since local governments will continue to face severe fi scal con-
straints for the foreseeable future, their ability to solve problems 
through increased spending will be limited, creating what many 
call an innovation imperative. The conundrum for government 
leaders is that innovation cannot be created on command. There 
isn’t much that is useful in simply telling city employees to go 
forth and innovate. What leaders can do is establish the condi-

tions for innovation to fl ourish.
So what are these critical con-

ditions? Working with the non-
proft Living Cities, Governing has 
identifi ed seven elements for fos-
tering the innovation cities need. 
We believe that the work of cities 
should be dynamically planned, 
race-informed, resident-involved, 
employee-engaged, broadly part-
nered, data-driven and smartly 
resourced.

To get an idea of how well cities 
are actually equipping themselves 
to innovate, we’ve begun surveying 

mayors, city managers and chief innovation offi  cers in each of 
the nation’s 250 most populous cities, asking them to rate their 
performance on about 10 specifi c outcomes for each of the seven 
elements. We’ll identify the top performers in a report next year, 
and recognize their achievements at the annual Summit on Gov-
ernment Performance and Innovation, which we jointly host with 
Living Cities. You can fi nd lots more information about the report 
at governing.com/equipt.

This work will also allow us to identify and then focus on areas 
in which cities are having more diffi  culty. We are confi dent that 
we will gain robust data that will later inform presentations and 
discussions around the whole concept of urban innovation.

Innovation is more important than ever for our cities, caught 
as they are in a vise between residents’ rising expectations and 
growing distrust of government. The cities that measure what 
they do in comparison to their peers, and that experiment with 
and improve their systems and operations, will be developing and 
embedding a new urban practice that will enable them to improve 
the lives of their residents regardless of the challenges they face.
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5 REASONS 
CYBERATTACKS 
POSE A 
REAL THREAT 
TO GOVERNMENT

For more information, download the “Guide to Cybersecurity 
as Risk Management: The Role of Elected Offi cials” at: 
www.governing.com/cybersecurity-guide

2 THE THREAT 
IS CONTINUALLY 
EVOLVING.

In the 2016 
Governing Institute survey,

94%

OF RESPONDENTS 
AGREED HACKERS ARE 

GETTING SMARTER. 

1 THE RISK IS 
CONSTANTLY 
GROWING.

In a 2016 Governing Institute survey of 103 
state elected and appointed offi cials,

SAID THEIR STATE’S CURRENT 
LEVEL OF CYBER RISK 
IS MODERATE TO HIGH.

72%

3 BUDGETS & THE 
ECONOMY TAKE 
A BIG HIT.

The Ponemon Institute’s 2015 
Cost of Data Breach Study found the average 

total cost of a data breach increased

FROM 2013 TO 2015 TO
$3.79 MILLION.

eas

F

2013

2015

23%

5 THREATS ARE 
INCREASINGLY 
TARGETED.

A survey of 500 security leaders from 
countries around the world found that

HAVE EXPERIENCED AN INCREASE IN 
CYBERATTACKS AGAINST CRITICAL 

INFRASTRUCTURE SINCE 2014.

T

y of 500 security lea
ries around the world fo

NCED A
A

53%

4 HACKERS 
WANT PUBLIC 
SECTOR DATA.

 Of all cyberattacks in 2015, 
 

1/3

WERE AIMED AT GOVERNMENT.

ACKERS 
ANT PUBLIC 
CTOR DATA..

cks in 2015, 
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LETTERS

What Rural America Needs
In the August cover story “Stuck in the 
Middle,” Alan Greenblatt wrote about the 
plight of middle-class workers in rural 
America. He visited Lincoln County, Ore., 
which in some ways is better off  than 
other rural counties because it was able 
to “leverage the presence of the coast not 
only to promote tourism and maintain a 
sizable fi shing fl eet, but also to develop 
marine science as an economic driver.” 
Several readers reacted to the story by 
sharing their own thoughts on what rural 
counties need to do to succeed.  

Excellent article detailing the successes 
and struggles of Lincoln County. Having 
worked for the port there for almost 30 
years, I witnessed the ups and downs of 
our resource-based economies. It took 
outstanding leadership and strong coordi-
nation, commitment and support between 
government, private business and other 
stakeholders to retain its complimentary 
industries (maritime, fi sheries, tourism) 
and achieve the marine research and 
development growth. 

However, this synergy is not enough 
and the challenges as reported will con-
tinue. Urban centers and rural com-
munities need to fi nd a way to balance 
and share more of the wealth. In more 
instances than not, urban centers have a 
leg up in receiving matching grant funds, 
and they have the infrastructure to attract 
and develop business. Putting all your 
eggs in one basket is never a good idea.

—MoBeeK on Governing.com

There is a long list of issues that plague 
rural America—businesses are moving, 
jobs are shrinking, population is relo-
cating. But what I most like about your 
article is that you have done a great job 
of identifying the subtle opportunity that 
is ripe for harvesting—local leadership 
[uniting on a] common focus. 

 I would like to add that what’s also 
needed is ongoing learning and develop-
ment. The broader goal is for communi-
ties to set up a process that is sustainable; 
that is open accountable and inclusive; 
that can respond to community needs; 

that can learn from its failures; and that 
can build on its wins. Because like any 
great adversary, community economic 
challenges mutate and evolve rapidly, 
and in response, community leaders must 
learn to be nimble and establish a respon-
sive culture.

—Hrishue Mahalaha on Governing.com

Greatness Takes Time
In his August Economic Engines column 
“Blah City,” Alex Marshall asked, “Why 
aren’t we creating great urban spaces 
anymore?” He concluded that it had to 
do with infrastructure. Specifi cally, he 
argued, the places we love grew out of 
infrastructure that was mostly about 
walking and transit. While we still build 
around new mass transit lines, the places 
being built also accommodate the car. 
Some readers had a diff erent take on 
what’s at the root of the problem.

I have a diff erent explanation for what 
the author observes: I think it has to do 
with the “grain” or the scale at which 
development happens. Beloved old city 
districts were built by many hands, parcel 
by parcel, over time. This is how our most 
beloved urban neighborhoods evolved. 
But in the U.S., all of this is impossible 
now [because] redeveloping derelict, 

waterfront, rail yard or other types of land 
is so complex and scrutinized that only a 
sophisticated, well-capitalized developer 
can take it on. The resulting development 
might be designed very skillfully, but it 
will inevitably lack the organic quality 
that the author puts his fi nger on. 

Honestly, I have no idea what to do 
about any of this. My favorite idea is 
Andrés Duany’s designated “code free 
zone” within a city, but it would require 
a seriously bold politician to make such 
a proposal.

—JakeWegmann on Governing.com 

As Jake W. noted, great places are made 
over time, not overnight. I think what 
we’ve seen over the last 20 years is a 
return to the fundamentals of making 
great places—a return not of making great 
places, but of giving places the things they 
need to become great. 

The big thing that bugs me about the 
discussion of “urbanism” is the focus on 
larger cities. There are a lot of urban small 
and midsized cities out there that are fan-
tastic places that are easy to get around 
without a car, have stuff  going on every 
weekend and so forth. I think we need to 
expand the conversation to include small 
and midsized cities.

—MJCrites on Governing.com
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Bluegrass Blood Feud
MAYBE IT WAS INEVITABLE. When a gover-
nor and an attorney general belong to different 
parties, there are bound to be some disputes 
and hard feelings. But rarely do two politicians 
feud as openly as the current pair in Kentucky.

When Republican Matt Bevin was elected 
governor last year, he pledged to undo much 
of the handiwork of his Democratic predeces-
sor Steve Beshear, notably the state’s health 
coverage expansions. But Bevin went beyond 
that. Soon after taking offi ce, he removed 
Jane Beshear, the ex-governor’s wife, from 
her unpaid post on the state’s horse com-
mission. He also removed her name from a 
visitor center at the Capitol for which she had 
raised private renovation funds.

It’s understandable that the attorney gen-
eral doesn’t like that. The attorney general, 
Andy Beshear, is Steve and Jane’s son. In the 
past few months, he has sued Bevin three 
times, claiming the governor overstepped 
his authority by unilaterally cutting higher 
education spending and dissolving appointed 
boards. “Bevin ran explicitly against Gov. 
Beshear’s legacy, so it’s no surprise he has 
tensions with his family,” says Stephen Voss, 
a University of Kentucky political scientist.

Both men insist it’s just business. Jessica 
Ditto, Bevin’s communications director, says 
the governor would much rather discuss 
his actions regarding the budget, criminal 
justice and pensions than any apparent ill will 
toward the Beshears. Nevertheless, Bevin 
ridiculed a pretend Andy Beshear lawsuit at 
a state political gathering this summer. He 
started a countdown clock on his personal 
Twitter feed, repeatedly demanding answers 
from the attorney general about one of 
their areas of dispute. He also gave a half-
million-dollar contract to a private law fi rm to 
investigate Steve Beshear’s administration, 
accusing it of shaking down state workers 
for campaign contributions.

Andy Beshear insists that his responses 
have not been “personal or political or parti-
san” in any way. He notes that Bevin’s offi cial 
actions have triggered multiple lawsuits from 
other parties as well, including unions, a for-
mer pension trustee and state House Speaker 
Greg Stumbo. “As long as he’s violating the 
constitution, I am duty-bound to do something 
about it,” Beshear says.

Al Cross, a longtime Kentucky political 
writer, notes that there have been previous 

instances in the state when the governor and 
attorney general had public spats yet were 
able to work together, if only through back 
channels. There appears to be none of that 
with the current combo. “People do take it 
seriously because there are major issues 
involved and we’re talking about the two most 
powerful statewide offi cials,” Cross says. 
“There’s bad blood here and I suspect it will 
continue for a long time.”

The two men have been in offi ce only 
since the start of the year. But given the fact 
that Beshear was one of just two statewide 
Democrats elected during the GOP sweep 
that brought Bevin to power, there’s already 
talk that the AG will challenge Bevin in 2019 
in an effort to again put a Beshear in the 
governor’s offi ce.

That may never happen, but it’s clear 
that the two feuding offi ceholders will 
continue to have a dicey relationship, even 
if they are not formally political opponents. 
“Most are depressed by it all,” says Ronnie 
Ellis, a Frankfort reporter with the CNHI 
News Service. “Many in the press corps 
foresee an endless round of litigation for the 
next year or so.”A
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Andy Beshear

Kentucky AG Andy 

Beshear, left, and 

Gov. Matt Bevin

By Alan Greenblatt 
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THERE MAY BE NO PRACTICAL REASON 
to force judges to retire at a given age. 
That doesn’t mean voters are ready to 
allow them to serve forever. 

Voters in Pennsylvania and Oregon 
will decide next month whether to 
change the judiciary retirement age. In 
Pennsylvania, the age limit would be 
lifted from 70 to 75, while in Oregon 
voters could repeal the age limit, which 
is currently 75. Such measures are a 
tough sell. Voters tend to be skeptical 
about keeping a particular group of 
judges on the bench for longer periods. 
The question has been on ballots 
around the country 11 times since 1995, 
according to the National Center for 
State Courts. In nearly every instance, 
the move to lift age limits has failed.

One can argue that it’s not an entirely 
rational decision. Across the culture 
now, there’s an understanding that older 
people are often able to remain produc-
tive well past traditional retirement 
ages. That’s one reason why the age for 
collecting full Social Security benefi ts 
has gone up and is likely to be extended 

further. “All the evidence suggests that 
people are living longer, and judging 
is the classic old-age profession,” says 
Scott Makar, an appellate court judge 
in Florida who has studied the issue. “It 
takes what older people have, which is 
experience and judgment.”

Laws placing an age limit on judges 
have been on the books a long time in 
most places, and are rooted in historical 
events in which jurists were incapaci-
tated by dementia. But that shouldn’t be 
much of a problem anymore. As Makar 
notes, his state and others have com-
missions in place to remove judges who 
can’t perform their duty. “There is a 
growing belief that an age limit estab-
lished long ago is too low by today’s stan-
dards, and is arbitrarily depriving our 
courts of some experienced, thoughtful 
and highly capable judges,” says Pennsyl-
vania state Sen. Lisa Baker.

Supporters of maintaining age limits 
generally talk less about impaired ability 
and more about using them as a form 
of term limits. “If all you’re concerned 
about is mental fi tness, of course you 

raise the age,” says Charles Geyh, an 
expert on the judiciary at Indiana 
University. “But there’s a countervailing 
concern for new blood. You want young 
people not because they’re young and 
vital, but because they bring a new 
perspective.” Supporters of the age limit 
in Pennsylvania also point to the fact that 
in recent years, the state Supreme Court 
has been rocked by scandals involving 
pornography, sexually explicit emails 
and campaign violations.

Mandatory retirement ages may not 
make the judiciary cleaner or more com-
petent, any more than legislative term 
limits have added to the honesty or com-
petence of legislatures. But they can be 
a way to get rid of judges who the public 
feels have outstayed their welcome. A 
version of the retirement-age referen-
dum has already appeared on Pennsylva-
nia ballots once this year. The legislature 
decided to move the referendum to 
November, but it was still on most ballots 
in the April primary anyway. It didn’t 
count, and the vote was close. But the 
measure to raise the age failed.
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Elected offi  cials typically don’t make cybersecurity 
a top priority, but Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliff e is on a mission 
to change that. As chairman of the National Governor’s 
Association (NGA) and co-chair of the NGA’s Resource Center 
for State Cybersecurity, McAuliff e is urging other state leaders 
to address growing cyber threats. And he’s spearheading 
eff orts to protect critical systems and data in his own state.

“Every governor has to worry about compromised data,” 
says McAuliff e. “We have a huge compilation of data, and I 
believe it’s our responsibility to make sure we’re protecting 
that data. [Citizens] will rightfully hold you accountable 
if you haven’t taken the necessary precautions.”1

McAuliff e’s focus on cybersecurity is reinforced by growing 
threats. Millions of Americans, including members of McAuliff e’s 
own family, experienced the impact of a data breach fi rsthand 
when cybercriminals attacked health care giant Anthem’s 

IT system, exposing a trove of sensitive private information, 
including members’ names, Social Security and health care ID 
numbers, home addresses, and employment and income data. 

Businesses and governments get hit too — and often. In 
July 2016, a Russian-organized cybercrime group hacked 
into a customer support portal, which processes credit card 
payments at about 330,000 cash registers around the world. 
The breach reportedly allowed the attackers to steal usernames 
and passwords of customers who logged into the support site. 

It’s common to view cyber threats as an issue only for 
federal agencies, multinational corporations and even political 
campaigns. But these attacks are a dangerous and growing threat 
for state governments too. According to State of the States on 

Cybersecurity, a 2015 study by the Pell Center for International 
Relations and Public Policy, states need to step up their cyber-
readiness. While the U.S. federal government is working 
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aggressively to enhance its cybersecurity, 

states also “have a responsibility to shoulder 

their part of the burden and must work 

to secure their critical infrastructure and 

cyber assets,” the report cautions.

Indeed, state-level breaches aren’t 

a case of what might happen. Rather, 

they’ve become unsettlingly common in 

recent years. Two high-profi le examples:

• In July 2016, a cyberattack at the Illinois 

State Board of Elections accessed 

potentially millions of voter records, 

and compromised names, addresses, 

dates of birth, telephone and driver’s 

license numbers, and the last four 

digits of Social Security numbers.

• In October 2015, a data breach 

at the state of Georgia revealed 

sensitive information on more than 

six million voters, including Social 

Security numbers, birth dates 

and driver’s license numbers.

Security Starts at Home 
Part of McAuliff e’s vigilance is due to where he lives. Northern 

Virginia is home to vital military and intelligence assets, as well as 

numerous defense-related private sector companies. In southeastern 

Virginia, Hampton Roads’ large military presence makes the 

region a tempting target for malicious hackers. Furthermore, 

70 percent of global internet traffi  c passes through Virginia.2

The very real possibility of a cyberattack on critical infrastructure 

keeps him up at night. “Anything that could impact the health 

and safety of our citizens [is a concern],” says McAuliff e. “I worry 

constantly about someone hacking in and shutting down half 

a city or wreaking havoc on our electric or water supply.”

To help combat the threat, McAuliff e has enacted a series of 

initiatives designed to strengthen cybersecurity for systems owned and 

operated by the state. In 2015, he created the Virginia Cyber Security 

Commission to enable public and private industry leaders to work with 

the administration to fi nd ways to boost the commonwealth’s cyber 

industry. That same year, he signed an executive directive requiring the 

Virginia Information Technologies Agency (VITA) to deliver an updated 

inventory of the state’s data and computer systems, and recommend 

strategies to strengthen and modernize its cybersecurity eff orts. 

McAuliff e has also spearheaded legislation to increase 

penalties for cybercrimes in Virginia and led eff orts to encourage 

cyber-related studies in the commonwealth’s universities and 

community colleges. He says the cybersecurity industry is 

becoming a prominent piece of his state’s economy. “I have 

650 cyber companies right now,” he says. “That’s the second 

most of any state in the country. The number of individuals 

employed in Virginia today, just in cybersecurity, is 70,000, 

and that’s supposed to grow by 25 percent through 2022.”

Fixing the Weakest Link
McAuliff e stresses the importance of a unifi ed eff ort in 

fi ghting cyberattacks. “The weakest link takes the whole chain 

down,” says McAuliff e. If a state isn’t taking the necessary 

precautions, a bad actor could breach its computer system and 

gain back-door entry to more secure platforms, whether it’s the 

commonwealth of Virginia, a federal agency or even a private 

business. 

Karen Jackson, Virginia’s secretary of technology, says states 

can take several steps to better protect themselves, including:

• Holding agency heads responsible for data security

• Providing employee education and training

“Every governor has to worry 
about compromised data. 
We have a huge compilation 
of data and I believe it’s our 
responsibility to make sure 
we’re protecting that data. 
[Citizens] will rightfully hold you 
accountable if you haven’t taken 
the necessary precautions.”
GOV. TERRY MCAULIFFE, VIRGINIA
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• Encouraging open communication 

among interested parties (such 

as state and federal agencies)

• Building strong public-

private partnerships

“The threats we’re seeing are 

becoming more heinous,” says 

Jackson. “We get probed about every 

four seconds on the state network.”3

Jackson says McAuliff e’s vocal cyber advocacy has 

made it easier for her to sell numerous stakeholders 

in the commonwealth — from cabinet members to 

agency heads to university and community college 

presidents — on the importance of cybersecurity.

A unifi ed governmental eff ort is key, she adds, specifi cally one 

that meets President Obama’s recent policy directive calling for 

federal agencies to partner with state, local, tribal and territorial 

(SLTT) governments when responding to cyber incidents. “We 

need to have a stronger liaison with our federal partners so 

that we’re getting data in a timelier manner,” says Jackson.

Investing in Cybersecurity
Virginia’s initiatives are designed not only to keep 

the commonwealth safe from threats, but also to 

boost its cyber industry through strategic investments 

in education. These initiatives include:

• A cyber range, which will give high school and college 

students a virtual platform to develop their cyber skills. 

In addition to off ering training on cyberattack detection 

and defense, it will conduct research, develop cyber 

certifi cations, encourage industry collaboration and 

provide training for active duty military and veterans.

• Cyber apprenticeship programs, which will allow 

students to transfer between school and the workforce 

to gain real-world experience in cyber fi elds.

• Scholarships for service, where, in return for two 

years of public service upon graduation, students 

will receive two years of tuition assistance.

McAuliff e also secured funding to increase the number of 

Virginia’s Centers for Academic Excellence in Cyber Defense, 

certifi ed universities and colleges that meet national cybersecurity 

training standards. “In Virginia, I have 17,000 jobs open right now 

in cyber [defense],” says McAuliff e. “Starting pay is $88,000. 

We’re working with all the colleges in Virginia to make sure 

we’re pushing out individuals with a cybersecurity degree.”

Public-Private Partnerships
But how can Virginia — or any state government — aff ord to pay 

the high salaries of these freshly mined cyber professionals? As 

Jackson points out, budgetary constraints call for creative solutions.

“Our salaries are not as high. It’s a very daunting process 

for us,” she says. “We have a one-year budgetary cycle, 

which does not lend itself to be able to say mid-year, ‘I need 

X millions of dollars to get this new information-sharing tool,’ 

or, ‘I need to collect this data.’ So public-private partnerships 

are very important for us because we can’t do it all.”

Private sector partners often include cybersecurity fi rms that provide 

threat detection-as-a-service — a boon to states that lack the staff  and 

tools to do the job in house. “We rely a lot on partnerships with the 

private sector, because that’s what they do,” Jackson adds. “They’re 

constantly analyzing threat data. They’re nimbler, and there’s no reason 

we shouldn’t take advantage of their expertise and capabilities.”

The Importance of Good Cyber-Hygiene
Interstate partnerships, outsourcing and student training 

are all key components of Virginia’s cyber solution, but 

there’s another factor to consider: employee education. As 

Virginia’s Chief Information Offi  cer Nelson Moe sees it, cyber 

guardians must focus not only on “citizen constituents,” but 

also on the day-to-day actions of public sector employees.

“That’s where some of the weak areas are, the individual hygiene 

from users managing their own IT assets and resources,” says Moe, 

who formerly served as the CIO for the U.S. House of Representatives.4

The good news is that cybersecurity is becoming more of an 

accepted practice both inside the commonwealth and throughout 

the public sector. “It’s like wearing a seatbelt. You do it because 

it’s the right thing to do and it makes you safer,” says Moe. 

“We rely a lot on partnerships with the private sector, 
because that’s what they do. They’re constantly analyzing 
threat data. They’re nimbler, and there’s no reason we 
shouldn’t take advantage of their expertise and capabilities.”
KAREN JACKSON, SECRETARY OF TECHNOLOGY, VIRGINIA
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FireEye is the leader in intelligence-led security as a service. Working as a seamless, scalable 
extension of customer security operations, FireEye off ers a platform that blends innovative 
security technologies, nation-state grade threat intelligence, and world-renowned Mandiant® 
consulting. FireEye has over 5000 customers across 67 countries, including more than 940 
of the Forbes Global 2000. To learn more, visit: www.FireEye.com

Underwritten by:

1. All quotes and data from a phone interview with Gov. McAuliff e conducted on July 20, 2016. 

2. YesVirginia.org, http://www.yesvirginia.org/cybersecurity 

3. All quotes and data from a phone interview Karen Jackson conducted on July 28, 2016. 

4. All quotes and data from a phone interview with Nelson Moe conducted on July 29, 2016.

5. All quotes and data from a phone interview with Mike Watson conducted on July 29, 2016.
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Virginia Builds Partnerships 
for Cybersecurity 

The commonwealth of Virginia presents a tempting target 

for cyber attackers, which poses a signifi cant challenge for 

cybersecurity offi  cials, who must fi nd the best way to protect 

state agencies with limited resources. Rather than add to an in-

house team with the latest cyber defense tools — an improbable 

solution given budgetary constraints — the commonwealth 

relies on partnerships and FireEye security solutions to keep its 

networks safe.

FireEye gathers intelligence on security threats from 

around the world and uses those insights to protect its clients 

from cyberattacks. Managed security services can benefi t 

state governments as organized cybercriminals often target 

related industries or institutions. For instance, if one state 

agency combats a cyberattack, there’s a strong possibility 

that a similar agency in another state will encounter the same 

threat. For Virginia, the benefi ts of using FireEye solutions are 

twofold: It gets state-of-the-art cybersecurity without taxing 

existing staff .  

“We’re never going to be able to build up a threat analysis 

capability that is equivalent to FireEye — that’s not feasible 

from a fi duciary or a personnel standpoint,” says Karen 

Jackson, Virginia’s secretary of technology. “So we like to rely 

on our partners when we need to.”

In a security crisis, commonwealth offi  cials can reach out 

to trusted experts for help with investigating and repairing a 

compromise or breach. 

Without revealing details about Virginia’s cybercrime-fi ghting 

playbook, Moe stresses that his team works diligently to ensure 

that their instant response posture and procedures are up to 

date, and that they review these practices on an ongoing basis. 

Baking in Protection
According to the M-Trends 2016 study from 

cybersecurity fi rm Mandiant, a FireEye company, 

organizations that detect an internal breach on their 

own are compromised a median of 56 days. However, if 

they’re alerted by an external entity — which is typically 

the case — the breach goes undetected for 320 days. 

Neither time frame is good, of course. But with 

breaches, shorter is always better. Unsurprisingly, 

strong technical controls can limit the damage. 

“It’s important that you bake security into every 

service,” says Mike Watson, Virginia’s chief information 

security offi  cer, who protects the commonwealth’s IT 

data and systems and develops security policies for all 

of its agencies.5 “We’re a central services agency, so we 

provide desktop services, network services, email services 

and a whole bunch of other stuff  to all of our agencies,” 

he says. “They all have a security component.”

It’s equally important to prevent employees from 

succumbing to phishing attempts. “We focus very 

heavily on training,” Watson notes. “We require 

it for every end user that uses IT services.”

Support from the Top
Accomplishing these goals requires support from the top, 

which is why cyber advocacy from state leadership is so vital. 

“It raises the level of involvement,” says Watson, “because 

everybody in Virginia realizes we’re serious about doing it.”

McAuliff e adds, “There are bad actors out there who 

could do real damage and really hurt our citizens, and we’re 

doing everything we can to prevent them from doing that.”
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Daily cost of a patient’s stay at one 
of Mississippi’s psychiatric hospitals. 
The federal government is suing the 
state for “unnecessarily and illegally” 
placing people in them when they 
could receive community-based care 
for $30 a day. 

8%
Increase in the number of U.S. traffi c 
fatalities over the past two years, even 
though the number of miles driven is 
up only 4 percent.

Percentage of homes considered 
affordable for the middle class in 
Akron, Ohio, which was rated the 
nation’s most affordable city in a study 
by the consulting fi rm Trulia.

THE BREAKDOWN

8years ago
The last time social workers in Ken-
tucky had a signifi cant pay raise until 
last month, when their wages went up 
as part of an effort to reduce the job’s 
high turnover and vacancies. 

$470

86%

AMERICANS IMPORT all kinds of prod-

ucts from China. So why not shade trees for 

the desert?

The city of Phoenix is engaged in an 

ambitious plan to increase its urban forest 

and supply more shade for its residents. The 

hope is to provide cover for 25 percent of 

the city over the next 15 years. Some of that 

will come from transit overhangs and other 

artifi cial cover, but a lot of it will come from 

planting new trees. “It’s a movement to put 

more conscious effort into managing our 

tree canopy,” says Richard Adkins, the city’s 

forestry supervisor. “It has to be part of our 

development process.”

A century ago, Phoenix had a lot more 

vegetation than it does today. As the city 

grew, people looked to air conditioning 

rather than shade trees as a way to beat the 

sometimes oppressive heat. In fact, trees 

were something of an enemy. Because of the 

risk of fl ash fl oods following violent desert 

storms, engineers did everything they could 

to direct water out of the area as quickly as 

possible. Trees retain water, so having lots of 

them wasn’t seen as a good thing.

That’s changing. Many cities today have 

ambitious tree-planting programs in place, 

hoping to help stave off climate change. In 

Phoenix, the concern is more immediate. 

It’s already ungodly hot, so trees and other 

sources of shade are desired mainly to make 

the city and its growing downtown area 

more walkable. 

But the tree-planting program, while 

applauded by most residents, has triggered 

skepticism from some locals who wonder 

whether it’s a good way to spend money. 

They argue that the trees could die given the 

local climate.

Phoenix isn’t like the Northeast or the 

Pacifi c Northwest. You can’t just put any 

old tree in the desert ground and expect it 

to grow. Native plants are preferable, but 

Adkins and his team are looking far afi eld 

for species suffi ciently hardy to withstand 

the climate. A Chinese plant called pistache 

holds great promise. It’s drought-tolerant, 

offers thick shade and requires relatively 

little maintenance. 

As a bonus, pistache trees will add some 

fall color to the city’s fairly monochromatic 

palette. “It looks like it’s going to be a good 

player for us,” Adkins says.

SHADY 
POLITICS
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GOVERNMENT AGENCIES ARE always 
talking about ways to make their 
operations more effi  cient and less frus-
trating to deal with. But very few have 
managed a change in culture as dra-
matic and expansive as the one that’s 
taken place in Pittsburgh’s building 
inspection department.

When Bill Peduto was elected 
mayor in 2013, the department was 
known as a backwater. Inspectors 
didn’t have cellphones. Or computers. 
Or even email addresses. Contractors 
and residents hoping to arrange 
an inspection would have to play 
telephone roulette, hoping to fi nd 
someone at a desk who could pick 
up the phone. Given the nature of 
the department’s work—going out 
and inspecting things—this was often 
an exercise in futility. Developers 

Winning the Permit Game

sometimes waited up to 12 weeks just to 
make an appointment.

Now Pittsburgh’s inspectors are 
equipped with modern communication 
tools, and the department is moving 
toward online permits. Just being able to 
send text messages to inspectors makes 
an “amazing” diff erence, says contrac-
tor Chad Sipes . “Before, the system was 
terrible,” he says. “They were so out of 
touch, it would hold up the project. I’m 
not saying the system has changed to 
the point where they’ll be there the next 
day, on demand, but at least you have the 
chance to schedule something.”

In addition to communicating 
with the outside world, the depart-
ment has revamped its internal use of 
technology. Not that long ago, enforce-
ment work was all done on paper. An 
inspector would take a form out into 

the fi eld and then jot down some notes 
that might get typed up later. Now 
the entire system is mechanized, with 
complaints logged and tracked in a 
database. Where the department used 
to perform a couple of hundred inspec-
tions a month, referring about 30 cases 
to the courts, it now handles thousands 
per month, with 800 cases sent to the 
courts. “It’s dramatically more effi  cient, 
while using the same amount of peo-
ple,” says Maura Kennedy, who directs 
the department.

Maybe it’s the same number of peo-
ple, but it’s a diff erent cast of characters. 
There’s been 50 percent turnover since 
Kennedy took over three years ago. 
Every job description in the agency has 
been changed, with employees old and 
new undergoing extensive training. 
Employees have received more than 150 
additional certifi cations over the past 
two years. That means that instead of 
having to send fi ve diff erent people out 
to check on various aspects of a project, 
the department can now send out one 
person who holds fi ve certifi cations. 
Because the agency had been known in 
the past as a black hole for training, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Labor and 
Industry happily provided a $37,000 
grant to help the process along.

All of these improvements make the 
department run more smoothly. More 
important, they aren’t getting in the 
way of the city’s building boom. Thanks 
to Pittsburgh’s recent emergence as a 
tech center and a magnet for millen-
nials, the number of building permit 
applications has been growing by 20 
to 30 percent during each of the three 
years Peduto has been in offi  ce. 

If applicants were still having to 
stalk inspectors, countless projects 
would have been delayed. “The old 
building inspection bureau never would 
have been able to handle this growth,” 
says City Councilman Dan Gilman. “It 
wasn’t set up to do it.” 

Maura Kennedy, Pittsburgh’s 

building inspection chief
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E
conomists and public policy 
experts have been telling us 
for decades that sports stadi-
ums are a terrible investment 

for governments to make with taxpay-
ers’ money. These expensive buildings 
almost never bring in the windfall of jobs 
and local business development that team 
owners promise; within a few years they 
are white elephants and the sponsoring 
localities are struggling to pay off  many 
millions of dollars in debt.

So the argument goes. Research from a 
wide variety of places over a long period of 
time seems to bear it out. The mammoth 
sports palaces built in the 1970s and 1980s 
have failed to meet the grandiose expec-
tations that surrounded them. Many are 
already being replaced.

But if the folly of stadium subsidies has 
become accepted wisdom among econo-
mists and other urban policy scholars, it 
hasn’t fully convinced the elected offi  cials 
responsible for making the decisions. A 
few weeks ago, the Minnesota Vikings 
began playing football at their brand-new 
home, U.S. Bank Stadium, in Minneapolis. 
The stadium cost just over a billion dol-
lars, and about half of the money came 
from taxpayers at the state and local level. 
Cobb County, Ga., a suburb of Atlanta, is 
borrowing nearly $400 million in bonds 
to fi nance a new baseball stadium for 
the Braves. Last year, the city of St. Louis 
made a similarly extravagant proposal to 
prevent the NFL Rams from moving to 
Los Angeles. The team moved anyway.

Meanwhile, the volume of skeptical 
scholarship on this issue continues to 
grow. In fact, it has grown more sweeping. 
The most original of the recent critics is 
Jonathan Wynn, who teaches sociology 
at the University of Massachusetts. Wynn 
makes all the standard arguments against 
gargantuan public stadium subsidies. But 
he doesn’t stop at sports arenas. He goes 

on to argue that virtually all the public 
entertainment facilities that cities like 
to invest in—art museums, aquariums, 
“hall of fame” headquarters for this and 
that—turn out to be unwise gambles 
with public money. “Why,” he asks, “do 
museums, stadiums and other ‘concrete 
culture’ receive such a privileged place in 
urban development?”

Wynn has an answer for his own ques-
tion. “You want that symbol,” is the way he 
put it to me. “You want to be a franchise 
location. But it’s truly astounding that cit-
ies make such a large bet on such intan-
gible grounds.”

Wynn makes more than a rhetorical 
case. He cites, for example, the NASCAR 
Hall of Fame that opened in Charlotte 
in 2010. If any entertainment edifi ce 
seemed like a sure thing, it was a museum 
devoted to racing cars in North Carolina, 
where the sport largely grew up. But the 
NASCAR museum not only hasn’t done 
much for the Charlotte economy, it’s been 
a money loser itself. Projected to attract 
400,000 visitors annually, it was strug-
gling after four years to draw 170,000. 
The city is still paying off  a $22 million 
loan on the facility.

Art museums are a diff erent phenom-
enon. They are rarely off ered to the pub-
lic primarily as economic development 
magnets; they are valued for the broader 
benefi ts they can bring to a community. 
But promises of increased public revenue 
are nearly always part of the deal. Ever 
since the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, 
Spain, became a worldwide sensation in 
the 1990s, cities all over the globe have 
dared to dream about what a similar proj-
ect might do for them. Many have backed 
up those dreams with public money. But 
the one substantial eff ort to measure the 
impact of the museums, a study called 
Set in Stone published by the University 
of Chicago in 2012, reported that of 725 

art museums built or expanded in the 
United States over a period of 15 years, at 
a combined cost of $15.5 billion, only 12 
percent could claim signifi cant increases 
in attendance.

Wynn, who admits to being a sports 
fan, feels the same way about mega-
sports events like the Olympics and the 
Super Bowl as he does about the buildings 
in which they take place. I haven’t 
seen a defi nitive study of Super Bowl 
economics, although I imagine that one 
has been done. But Wynn’s point about 
the Olympics seems to hold true virtually 
every time. Since Los Angeles made 
money as an Olympic host back in 1984, 
cities have been bidding for the games in 
the hope that they will produce a similar 
windfall. But it doesn’t happen. Some 
Olympic cities manage to break roughly 
even, but most of them end up losing at 
least a few billion dollars.

Of course, there are other reasons to 
want to take on the challenge of being 
an Olympic host; Barcelona, Seoul and 
Sydney acquired new global reputations 
as a result of their Olympic splurges. But 
that doesn’t refute the dollars-and-cents 
argument that Wynn is making. Rio de 
Janeiro is almost certainly the latest piece 
of evidence for his case.
 

I
f stadiums, museums and sports extrav-
aganzas are nearly always bad invest-
ments, as Wynn believes, what can 
cities do to create a genuine economic 

development windfall? 
Wynn thinks he knows the answer. He 

says there ought to be more music festi-
vals. That’s the argument of his new book, 
Music/City. 

There’s no disputing that music fes-
tivals are big moneymakers. If, like me, 
you’ve never been to one, you may not 
have noticed just how big a deal they have 
become. This year, there will be roughly 

Politics+Policy | ASSESSMENTS

Welcome to Festival City
Stadiums and big sports events often lose money. But there’s another option.

By Alan Ehrenhalt
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800 music festivals held in the United 
States, according to Trips Reddy of the 
Umbel consulting fi rm, a prolifi c source 
of information on this subject. Some 14.7 
million millennials will go to at least one 
event. The total attendance will be more 
than 30 million.

Many of the festivals will be modest 
neighborhood aff airs. But if recent 
history is a guide, the top fi ve will take in 
a combined $200 million in 2016 in ticket 
sales alone. Lollapalooza, the annual bash 
in Chicago that was held this August, was 
projected to attract 160,000 people and 
sell $30 million worth of tickets, at prices 
ranging from about $200 for a single 
day’s general admission to as much as 
$6,205 for a four-day platinum VIP pass. 
In case you’re curious, it cost $18 to party 
at Woodstock for four days back in 1969.

Electric Daisy Carnival, the electronic 
dance music  festival whose fl agship event 
is held annually in Las Vegas, drew more 
than 300,000 people this year. Based 
on past years’ receipts, it will pump at 
least $300 million into the economy 
of surrounding Clark County and add 
more than $20 million to the city and 
county tax rolls. SXSW, the weeklong 
extravaganza held in Austin each year, 
has evolved over the years from a music 
festival to a convention of entrepreneurs 
in everything from fi lm to computer 
technology to environmental stewardship, 

and has dramatically enhanced the city’s 
global public image.

As Wynn sees it, these events are eco-
nomic development gold. They bring in 
millions of dollars while costing very lit-
tle to stage. They don’t require big build-
ings; Electric Daisy Carnival is held at the 
motor speedway. Unlike the “concrete 
culture” investments that Wynn decries, 
they involve few fi xed costs of any sort. 
The biggest problem is security. “Festi-
vals are nimble,” Wynn says. “They’re 
able to switch venues and change pro-
gramming if necessary.”

And if a city wishes, it can pour festi-
val money directly into the local cultural 
scene. Nashville uses some of the pro-
ceeds from its Country Music Association 
(CMA) Festival to fi nance music educa-
tion programs. Altogether, the festival is 
estimated to have contributed $30 million 
to charitable causes in the city since 2000. 
“The majority of the funds from CMA,” 
Wynn says, “go back into the city of Nash-
ville” one way or another.

All of this may strike you as a little too 
good to be true. It seems that way to me 
as well. No doubt a few more cities could 
take a close look at Electric Daisy Carnival 
or SXSW, fi nd a way to encourage or 
sponsor something like it, and come away 
with a substantial windfall. But it can’t 
work in that many places. A few hundred 
more music festivals a year, and the whole 

concept would begin to look tiresome. 
Wynn doesn’t dispute this. “There’s 
certainly a saturation factor,” he admits.

Beyond that, the big music festivals 
aren’t exactly local events. They make 
their money by bringing in people from 
far away. Trips Reddy calculates that the 
average attendee at a major music festival 
travels 903 miles round-trip. Even iconic 
events like SXSW, CMA and Rhode 
Island’s Newport Jazz and Folk festivals 
have to deal with local residents who 
resent seeing their daily lives disrupted 
by noise, traffi  c and general public mis-
chief. If I lived in the vicinity of CMA, I’m 
not sure I could be bought off  by dona-
tions to music education.

So Wynn’s idea isn’t likely to be the 
answer for the average medium-sized city 
struggling to come back from decades of 
failed economic development. Still, he has 
a point. There are reasons why spending 
a billion dollars on a new stadium or cul-
tural institution may be worthwhile. But 
annual rate of return usually won’t be one 
of them. And once the building is built, 
somebody is going to be paying for it for a 
generation, whether it’s a success or not. 
On the other hand, there’s one thing you 
can say for a music festival: If it doesn’t 
work, you can always fold it up and try a 
diff erent panacea next year.  G
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Lollapalooza, held annually in 

Chicago, was projected to sell 

$30 million worth of tickets.
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By Donald F. Kettl

Politics+Policy | POTOMAC CHRONICLE

Before Kaine, the last person to run on a 
national ticket who had served as a mayor, 
governor and U.S. senator was Andrew 
Johnson in 1864. Before that, there was 
just one: DeWitt Clinton of New York, 
who built the Erie Canal. 

It’s not so much that state and local 
government offi  cials have played hard to 
get; it’s more that the vice presidency isn’t 
a job many politicians really want. When 
Calvin Coolidge was off ered the chance to 
run in 1920, his wife Grace asked, “You’re 
not going to take it, are you?” Coolidge 
replied, in his characteristically clipped 
way, “I suppose I’ll have to.” (Though he 
did end up as president when Warren G. 
Harding died in 1923.) 

It’s very diff erent at the top of the 
ticket, where governors have had an 
inside track. Barack Obama, George H.W. 
Bush and Gerald Ford have been the only 
presidents in the last 40 years without 
state electoral experience. Since 1901, for-
mer governors have held the White House 
nearly 60 percent of the time.

At the VP level, we know we’re about 
to get a departure from the recent past, 
but the direction and implications are 
anything but clear. Kaine is a deeply expe-
rienced Virginia politician, having risen 
from the Richmond City Council to the 
city’s mayoralty, and from there to lieuten-
ant governor, governor and U.S. senator. 
Pence spent 12 years in the U.S. House of 
Representatives before becoming gov-
ernor in 2013. He is best known in his 
home state for staking out conservative 
positions that include increased funding 
for charter schools, restrictions on some 
abortion procedures and support for indi-
viduals seeking to deny service to LGBT 
individuals on religious grounds. Kaine 
won recognition for the way he steered 
Virginia through the 2008-2009 economic 
crisis and his aggressive response to the 
Virginia Tech shootings in 2007. 

Assistant Presidents
Do ex-governors know something that makes them useful in the vice presidential job?

I
n this wildly unpredictable election 
campaign, one prediction is certain to 
come true: The next vice president of 
the United States will be a former gov-

ernor. What’s far less certain is what that 
will mean in the White House.

The vice presidency has attracted more 
disparaging quotes than any other job in 
American government. In 2012, writing 
on CNN.com, comedian Dean Obeidallah 
said that “being vice president is like being 
one of the lesser Kardashian sisters.” VPs 
get “paid great, treated like celebrities and 
have almost no responsibilities.” 

Nor have the issues that governors 
care about been especially prominent in 
Washington lately. In the 1960s, the War 
on Poverty put state and local issues at 
center stage. The block grants of the 1970s 
changed their role but kept them central. 
But since then, the intergovernmental 
agenda has gradually been pushed off  to 
the wings. So it’s worth asking whether 
having a governor in the second spot, 
a few steps away from the Oval Offi  ce, 

might make a diff erence. The question 
is historic—it’s been 43 years since a gov-
ernor has been vice president, and that 
ended badly with the resignation of Mary-
land’s Spiro Agnew as Richard Nixon’s VP.

In fact, the governor’s mansion hasn’t 
been a very good on-ramp to the vice pres-
idency in recent memory. In the 68 years 
since America’s fi rst post-World War II 
election, there have been just four gov-
ernors who ran for the No. 2 spot before 
Mike Pence and Tim Kaine this year: Earl 
Warren, then the California governor, 
who lost with Thomas E. Dewey in 1948; 
Edmund S. Muskie, a former governor 
of Maine, who lost in 1968; Agnew, who 
came in ahead of Muskie that year; and 
Alaska’s Sarah Palin in 2008.  

Of the 34 vice presidential candidates 
from 1948 through 2012, just six had sig-
nifi cant state and/or local government 
experience of any kind, and just two of 
them won: Agnew (twice) and Hubert 
Humphrey, who was the mayor of Min-
neapolis before he entered the U.S. Senate. 
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Virginia Sen. Tim Kaine, left, and Indiana Gov. Mike Pence
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There’s always the possibility that the 
No. 2 spot will prove frustrating for an 
ex-governor used to making decisions and 
taking action. Going to funerals and, as 
Coolidge’s own VP Charles Dawes put it, 
arising “to check the morning’s newspa-
per as to the president’s health” wouldn’t 
be much fun. But there could be some 
interesting opportunities. Here are a few: 

Chief operating offi  cer. The last two 
administrations have been crippled by 
management crises: George W. Bush’s 
hobbled response to Hurricane Katrina 
and the fumbled launch of Obamacare. 
A President Clinton or Trump would get 
a big boost from an inner-circle adviser 
keeping a close eye on top presidential 
priorities and managing the inevitable 
administrative fi refi ghts.

Chief innovation offi  cer. The federal 
government needs to get a lot better and a 
lot faster at stimulating fresh and creative 
thinking to solve our most diffi  cult prob-
lems. Many of the biggest will be domes-
tic ones, from improving the response to 
Zika-like outbreaks to making data sys-
tems more secure. There are deep pock-
ets of serious work underway, but strong 
leadership from the top could bulldoze 
barriers to innovative breakthroughs. 

Chief collaboration offi  cer. Collabo-
ration in government is often handicapped 
by the large, growing and tangled web of 
information connecting federal agencies 
with state and local governments. We 
talk about improving intergovernmental 
collaboration, but the language for doing 
that is data, and too often it’s more like 
a mutually incomprehensible tower of 
Babel. From reducing veterans’ home-
lessness to strengthening food safety, the 
new vice president could drive the trans-
formation of national policy by fueling the 
ability of diff erent governments to talk to 
each other.  

One of FDR’s vice presidents, John 
N. Garner, famously said the job wasn’t 
“worth a bucket of warm spit” (or some-
thing a bit earthier). But both of our poten-
tial vice presidents have the background 
to make it a bucketload more valuable.  G

 Email  kettle@umd.edu 

If voters approve 
all three measures, 
the government in 
South Dakota will look 
a lot different.” 

 “

By Daniel C. Vock

Voting for Change  
South Dakotans will consider major election reforms.

This may come as a bit of a surprise, but the majority of voters in the deeply red 

state of South Dakota aren’t Republicans. They’re either Democrats or indepen-

dents. Still, if you look at who holds state elected offi ces, it’s Republicans. They 

control every statewide position and have a lock on both legislative chambers.

So why the discrepancy? While Republicans might not make up the majority 

of voters in the state, they constitute the biggest group. Republicans account 

for 46 percent of registered voters, whereas Democrats make up 32 percent and 

independents, 21 percent. But as far as Rick Weiland, a longtime South Dakotan 

Democratic operative who lost a bid for a U.S. Senate seat two years ago, is 

concerned, it’s time for things to change. 

Weiland and a handful of other would-be reformers are pushing for South 

Dakota voters next month to approve three separate ballot questions. The three 

questions are a constitutional amendment that would do away with all partisan 

elections, other than those for presidential races; another amendment to change 

who draws state legislative districts; and a law that would impose new ethics 

requirements on state offi cials and provide 

some public funding for political candidates. 

If voters ultimately decide to make elected 

positions nonpartisan, candidates would run 

in one primary election, and then the top two 

fi nishers would face-off in the fall. The pro-

posal is similar to laws recently passed in Cal-

ifornia and Washington, and a nearly century-

old law in neighboring Nebraska. Meanwhile, 

if voters OK the redistricting measure, state 

legislative maps would no longer be drawn 

by state lawmakers but by a nine-person commission made up of Republicans, 

Democrats and independents.

It’s not yet clear how many—if any—of the three measures will pass. But if 

they all do, government in South Dakota will look a lot different. “You’re going to 

have a fairer election,” Weiland says, “because you’re going to have fair legislative 

districts. You’re going to have candidates running on their ideas, and not on their 

party platforms. And you’re going to have a more level playing fi eld fi nancially, 

because everyday folks are going to have a chance to participate.”

The state Republican Party, for its part, is against all of the electoral changes. 

Ryan Budmayr, the state party’s executive director, says the measures are just 

a way for local Democrats to boost their chances in elections. He also chafes 

at what he sees as out-of-state meddling. The groups backing the measures 

borrowed the changes, more or less, from other states. “There’s a lot of outside 

infl uence trying to change the way we handle elections,” he says. “We don’t think 

states like California and Nebraska handle elections better than South Dakota.”

Jason Olson, an organizer with Open Primaries, a group pushing the nonpar-

tisan elections, says the number of proposals won’t hurt the chances of any one 

of them passing. “If anything,” he says, “when voters go to the ballot box on Nov. 

8, after everything that’s happened in this horrible political cycle, they’re going to 

wonder why there’s not more political reforms on the ballot.”  G
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By Mattie Quinn

Unhealthy Habits
Programs addressing social factors across a community are off to a slow start.   

O
ne of the goals of the Aff ordable Care Act is to focus 
more on population health. With millions more people 
insured, the assumption is that governments could 
devote more resources to eff orts that target broader 

social determinants—foundational ways to keep people healthy, 
such as stable housing, clean air and violence-free neighborhoods.

Three years after the launch of the federal law’s insurance 
exchanges, the rate of uninsured adults is lower than 
ever. But for the most part, state and local health 
departments haven’t quite fi gured out how to incor-
porate population health-focused programs into their 
overall eff orts.

To try to fi nd out why, a couple of Yale Univer-
sity researchers conducted a study with the Milbank 
Memorial Fund to learn what the challenges were 
in implementing a more social services-oriented 
approach within health departments and across com-
munities. Erika Rogan and Elizabeth Bradley visited 
local governments across the country and held work 
sessions with decision-makers from diff erent special-
ties and political ideologies.

They found three “root causes” that routinely get 
in the way of population health eff orts. The health of 
a state’s population is not always prioritized relative 
to other societal goals. Incentives to improve health, 
including fi nancial and political ones, are misaligned. 
And there is a lack of consensus regarding who is 
responsible for health.

It’s tough for bureaucracies to rethink the basic 
functions of their departments, but Rogan says a rela-
tively easy place to start is with incentives to support 
a culture of collaboration. “Think about co-locating departments 
that would work well together to achieve a common goal. Start 
setting common objectives,” she suggests. “It’s important to real-
ize that in a community, all of the players are part of one large 
health ecosystem.”

And while it may be expensive in the short term, another 
smart fi rst step is to work on data integration across agencies, 
departments and jurisdictions. “It’s really helpful to show deci-
sion-makers where the needs are,” Rogan says. “We saw a few 
places that integrated IT systems to focus on high-need popula-
tions that were successful.”

The report points to a few population health initiatives that 
are making a positive impact, including Vermont’s Blueprint for 
Health, Live Well San Diego and Rhode Island’s establishment of 
“health equity zones.”

Spearheaded by Nicole Alexander-Scott, director of Rhode 
Island’s Department of Health, the zones pinpoint communities 
where social factors have a particular measurable impact on pop-
ulation health. Community needs assessments are conducted. In 
Woonsocket, for example, the biggest issues identifi ed were sub-
stance abuse, teen pregnancy and trauma. Appropriate programs 
are then rolled out over a three- to four-year period.

There’s widespread agreement on the importance of fl exible 
programs that can address the specifi c needs of each community. 
Indeed, Rogan and Bradley found that programs that were carbon 
copies of one another were less likely to succeed. “One size does 
not fi t all,” says Rogan. “We found that you have to adapt any sort 
of population health program within the context of your state or 
community.”

It’s likely to be some time before programs addressing social 
determinants of health are common in communities, but Rogan 
is encouraged just to see more attention paid to the idea. “There 
seems to be this common understanding that the costs of health 
care are simply not sustainable,” she says, “so now we have to 
pivot to spending smarter.”  G
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By Elizabeth Daigneau

Going After Big Climate
State AGs target fossil fuels. But it’s a far cry from the tobacco suits of the 1990s.

S
tanding alongside former Vice President Al Gore and six 
fellow state attorneys general, New York’s Eric Schnei-
derman in March announced the formation of a new 
coalition called AGs United for Clean Power. Its goal, 

according to Schneiderman, would be to investigate whether fos-
sil fuel companies and industry groups are misleading the public 
about the dangers of climate change.

Made up of attorneys general from 15 states as well as the Dis-
trict of Columbia and the U.S. Virgin Islands, the coalition says 
it will also fi ght to protect the Environmental Protection Agen-
cy’s Clean Power Plan. “With gridlock and dysfunction gripping 
Washington, it is up to the states to lead on the generation-defi n-
ing issue of climate change,” Schneiderman said. “We stand ready 
to defend the next president’s climate change agenda, and vow to 
fi ght any eff orts to roll back the meaningful progress we’ve made 
over the past eight years.” 

This kind of activism on the part of attorneys general is not 
new. In many ways, AGs United for Clean Power is just the latest 
example of how the role has evolved over the past two decades 
from law enforcer to de facto national policymaker—an evolution 
that began in the late 1990s with state and federal lawsuits against 
the tobacco industry. “The tobacco lawsuits were the big bang for 
AG activism,” says Paul Nolette, a Marquette University politi-
cal scientist and author of a book on AGs and their evolving role 
called Federalism on Trial.

In fact, AGs United for Clean Power likens its mission to that 
of the tobacco lawsuits, which resulted in massive and lucrative 
settlements for the states. And indeed, the two share a lot in com-
mon. Just as the states found that the tobacco industry knew its 
product was addictive and caused lung cancer—but was negligent 
in telling smokers about those risks—AGs hope to expose that the 
oil and gas industry knew of the climate risks associated with car-
bon dioxide emissions but funded research to cover them up.

So, as with the tobacco lawsuits, these state AGs are taking a 
more aggressive tack and going directly after companies. A month 
after the formation of the coalition, Massachusetts AG Maura 
Healey issued a subpoena requiring ExxonMobil to hand over 40 
years of internal communications relating to whether the com-
pany misrepresented its knowledge of climate change to inves-
tors. New York had issued a similar subpoena to the oil and gas 
giant in November 2015. Exxon is cooperating with that subpoena 
because New York state law gives its AG the nation’s broadest 
authority to investigate fi nancial and shareholder fraud. But the 
company isn’t cooperating with Massachusetts’ subpoena—it’s 
fi ghting that in federal court.

The similarities to the tobacco lawsuits end there. The big-
gest diff erence is party politics: AGs United for Clean Power is 
made up exclusively of Democratic offi  cials. “All 50 states were 
involved in the tobacco settlement in 1998,” says Nolette. “This 
coalition just helps to show how AGs have become entrenched 
in the partisan, ideological landscape.”

It’s true that both Democratic and Republican attorneys gen-
eral have become more active on policy issues in recent years. 
But in the case of AGs United for Clean Power, the coalition is not 
only all Democratic but has also aligned itself with environmental 
groups. New York’s Schneiderman announced the group’s forma-
tion next to Gore, who is now chairman of the Climate Reality 
Project. “It’s not like they’re hiding anything here,” says Nolette. 
“But it raises questions: Are AGs becoming like an interest group? 
Is that what AGs have become in at least this slice of litigation?”  G
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of bike lanes is a network, and so the parts, 
even those less used, contribute to the 
utility of the whole. Still, there needs to 
be some sort of evaluation on an ongoing 
basis about how useful a bike lane really is.

Second, count other things beside just 
the people on bikes. Moving toward a 
more bicycle-oriented city should be part 
of a number of goals, including reducing 
obesity, increasing walking, achieving 
cleaner air, producing business corridor 
development and lowering car owner-
ship. All these goals can and should have 
metrics attached to them.

Third, move toward “protected 
bike lanes,” which physically separate 
cyclists—via a row of parked cars or plas-
tic barriers, for example—from danger-
ous car traffi  c. According to the advocacy 
group PeopleForBikes, the number of 
protected lanes nationwide now stands at 
292, more than fi ve times the number in 
2010. Cyclists love these, but they also rep-
resent the most signifi cant investment of 
street space. Cities should adopt these at a 
reasonable pace, recognizing that moving 
too fast can provoke a backlash.

Fourth, pursue legal changes, typi-
cally at the state level, that will put more 

Our Two-Wheel Transformation
We’re building bike lanes like crazy. It’s raising questions we need to answer.

T
he taxi driver taking me from 
Chicago’s Midway Airport to 
Hyde Park was unequivocal 
about what he thought of all 

the bike lanes Mayor Rahm Emanuel was 
installing across the city. He named an 
intersection and said, with his voice ris-
ing as he took a hand off  the wheel and 
gestured outside, “I could stand all day 
on the corner  there and not see someone 
on a bike.”

That may or may not be the case, but 
the cabbie had put his fi nger on at least 
part of the truth. Cities and towns all over 
the country, ranging in size from Chicago 
and New York to the small town I visited 
recently in Minnesota, are striping streets 
for bikes at an astonishing rate. It’s part of 
a sea change in how we view our streets 
and what they’re used for.

Long the afterthought of transporta-
tion policy, bike lanes and bicyclists are 
now front and center. Mayors, council 
members and transportation department 
chiefs are routinely subtracting lanes that 
have been dedicated to Americans’ sup-
posedly beloved cars and giving them 
to people on bikes. “We’re defi nitely in 
something of a revolution here,” says 

Randy Neufeld, director of the SRAM 
Cycling Fund and a longtime cycling 
advocate in Chicago.

But amid these changes, few have 
stopped to ask whether bike lanes even 
work, and by what standards we can tell 
if they do. Street space is perhaps a city’s 
or town’s most valuable asset. When 
adding bike lanes, there are a number of 
goals—sometimes confl icting ones—that 
policymakers must pick and choose from, 
such as how many cyclists should be 
using the lanes, whether traffi  c conges-
tion is impacted (for both cars and bikes), 
the amount of economic development 
spurred and even general population 
health eff ects.

So with that in mind, I suggest that 
localities jumping on the bike-lane band-
wagon do the following:

First, count how many people use 
bike lanes, both on individual streets 
and citywide. Set numerical targets for 
cycling use. If after a number of years tar-
gets aren’t met, be ready to make serious 
adjustments, including sometimes remov-
ing bike lanes. Which isn’t to say that all 
bike lanes need to be used equally. As with 
streets, highways and train lines, a system 

By Alex Marshall

Politics+Policy | ECONOMIC ENGINES
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responsibility for accidents, and thus for 
safety, on people driving cars. Countries 
renowned for the quantity and quality of 
their biking, such as Denmark and Hol-
land, do have lots of bike paths and lanes. 
But cyclists there also freely mix with car 
traffi  c with a self-assurance that is star-
tling to an American. The reason the bicy-
clists are so bold is that those countries 
and much of the rest of Europe initially 
place the blame for an accident between 
a motorist and a bicyclist or pedestrian on 
the motorist. It’s a standard sometimes 
known as “default liability.”

“Here in the U.S.A., there is still this 
notion that all users are equally respon-
sible,” says Paul White, executive director  
of Transportation Alternatives, a cycling 
advocacy group in New York City. “This is 
a false equivalency. In Europe, they start 
with the premise that if you’re driving a 
multiton vehicle, you have more respon-
sibility than someone who’s not because 
you have more capacity to infl ict harm.”

To my knowledge, no American state 
has made this change. But reworking 
these legal lines is ultimately as important 
as painting new lines on streets. This sort 
of change will discourage bike lanes from 
becoming a kind of ghetto for cyclists. I 
have had drivers in Brooklyn, where I live, 
politely (well, not always) tell me to “get 
in the bike lane” when I have unavoidably 
had to venture out into regular traffi  c.

And fi nally, don’t forget public bike-
share programs. In denser cities, bike 
programs have the potential to ease the 
clutter of privately owned bikes around 
lampposts, street signs and bike racks. 
Instead of sitting on the street for hours or 
days unused, a public bike is ridden sev-
eral times a day. But these programs have 
to be cheap for the user, even if that means 
subsidizing them with city funding.

All in all, the move to more bike lanes 
and more bicycling is a great thing. Judg-
ing from its treatment in ads, television 
and movies, the once-humble bicycle is 
clearly in—even chic. But every revolu-
tion needs some means of moderation 
and evaluation.  G
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Are Cities Growing or Not?
As it turns out, there is no one answer.

If you read all the things pundits and researchers write about cities these days, you’d 
be pretty confused: Cities are either growing or shrinking. People either want to live 
in them or they don’t. Businesses are either gravitating to them or moving away. 
Maybe young people like cities now, but they won’t like them when they have kids. 
Or maybe middle-aged people don’t like cities yet, but will later on.

Now into the mix comes Yonah Freemark, a Ph.D. student in urban planning at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, who makes a provocative argument: Central 
cities are losing population relative to their suburbs, and close-in neighborhoods are 
losing population relative to newer neighborhoods.

It’s a little jarring to see a guy with such a distinctly pro-urban orientation sound 
so much like Joel Kotkin, an unabashed proponent of sprawl. But in the process of 
laying out his argument, Freemark shows that the situation is a little more compli-
cated than the typical pundit would admit. His basic point is that urban neighbor-
hoods that were already developed in 1960 generally have fewer residents now than 
they had back then, especially in younger Sun Belt cities. 

At fi rst glance, this might seem 
counterintuitive, given all the 
publicity in the media—including 
this column—about how millenni-
als like urban living and therefore 
downtown populations are grow-
ing. But if you dig a little deeper, 
Freemark’s research shows two 
other important trends.

First, the urban revitalization 
patterns of the last decade aren’t 
really about the number of people 
but about changing demographics 
and the changing distribution of 
wealth. Yes, fewer people live in 
neighborhoods close to down-
town, but more people live in 
downtowns. That’s because household sizes are smaller—there are more one- and 
two-person households now—and few people actually lived downtown 50 years ago. 
And even though fewer people live close in today, the people that do have more money. 

Second, although this trend is true in some parts of the Sun Belt, it’s not true in 
others. In particular, it’s not true in Southwestern and Western cities. Sure, Hous-
ton has a large stock of vacant land in older neighborhoods near downtown. But, as 
Freemark notes, the list of six cities with the highest population increase in close-in 
neighborhoods includes Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Miami and San Jose, Calif. What 
all these cities have in common—and this is in contrast to Houston—has nothing to 
do with downtown or close-in neighborhoods. All fi ve are land-constrained on the 
periphery and therefore growth has nowhere else to go.

It’s tempting to make the debate about urban revitalization a one-size-fi ts-all 
argument. But as Freemark’s numbers show, it’s not. Even where the population has 
gone down, economic activity has gone up. And there is a relationship between what 
goes on at the center and what happens on the fringe.  G
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Undisclosed ‘dark 
money’ donations are 
sloshing through the 
political system—and 
helping governors 
push their agendas 
once they get in offi  ce. 

By Alan Greenblatt

IN THE 
DARK

27October 2016 |  GOVERNING
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(4)s indeed used to be charities set up to advance a specifi c mis-
sion of public benefi t—the Sierra Club promoting environmental 
policies, for instance. 

But it turns out that the defi nition of social welfare can be 
stretched by these groups to serve purely political purposes. 
The only formal requirement is that political activity not make 
up the majority of their work. But that rule is almost never 
enforced. The IRS not only doesn’t ask 501(c)(4)s for the identi-
ties of their contributors, but it also isn’t curious about what the 
groups are up to. That’s why the media has dubbed such opera-
tions as “dark money.”

It’s almost de rigueur in many states now for governors taking 
offi  ce to set up 501(c)(4)s to help defray inaugural expenses. Then 
they go on to use the groups to raise serious dollars to promote 
their goals through television and digital advertising, lobbying 
and donations to other politicians. “They are increasingly being 
used to support policy agendas and keep them on the table,” says 

Susan MacManus, a political 
scientist at the University of 
South Florida in Tampa. “It’s a 
way of showing the legislature 
that you have a lot of infl uence 
over an issue.”

In an era of permanent 
campaigning, the task of rais-
ing millions never ends. Over 
the course of a single week this 
summer, Turnaround Illinois, 
which is associated with and 
partially funded by Gov. Bruce 
Rauner, spent more than $1 
million on ads promoting the 
idea of legislative term lim-
its. Two governors—Charlie 
Baker of Massachusetts and 
Nathan Deal of Georgia—have 
allied groups as partners pro-
moting their education initia-
tives on ballots this fall. None 
of these governors is on the 
ballot next month. 

There’s certainly nothing 
new about friends of a gover-

nor—or aspiring friends of a governor—helping to promote his 
causes. But it’s new for governors themselves to be setting up 
campaign-type organizations that collect and disburse large 
amounts of funds to further their own priorities. “We have 
elected offi  ceholders very closely involved with outside groups 
that can raise and spend unlimited amounts of money to promote 
their agendas,” says Chisun Lee, a senior counsel at the Brennan 
Center for Justice at New York University.

In a way, it’s a relatively risk-free move for donors. Rather 
than supporting a candidate who may or may not be elected, 
they can devote their money to helping someone who is already 
in offi  ce. And the majority of these groups are indeed dark 
money operations: Only a few states impose their own disclosure 

ike all politicians, Rick Snyder understands 
the importance of raising money. Since taking 
offi  ce, the governor of Michigan has gathered 
funds for all manner of political and policy 
ventures. Often he has found that the handi-
est vehicle for his eff orts has been a type of 
nonprofi t group known as a 501(c)(4).

Back when he was pondering a presiden-
tial run, Snyder used a 501(c)(4) as a de facto exploratory cam-
paign committee. More recently, his 501(c)(4) gave out $1,000 
checks to more than a dozen legislative allies who looked poten-
tially vulnerable. He used another group like this to pay for public 
relations help amidst the Flint water crisis. 

All of these Snyder creations have one thing in common. They 
don’t disclose the names of their contributors. Legally, they don’t 
have to. (Snyder’s offi  ce, like those of other governors, declined 
to comment for this article.)

Electoral politics has been all but overrun in the past couple 
of years by 501(c)(4)s and other vehicles that enfeeble the idea of 
contribution limits and free up outside groups to infl uence the 
course of campaigns with virtual anonymity. Now they are being 
used heavily between election years as well. Incumbent offi  ce-
holders are fi nding that 501(c)(4)s, inelegantly named after a sec-
tion of the tax code, are excellent ways to advance their personal 
agendas. They may not meet the defi nition of slush funds, but 
some of them come close. 

Most of these nonprofi t groups set up by elected offi  cials out-
side the election process operate under an entirely diff erent set 
of rules from those that apply during a campaign. They offi  cially 
list themselves as social welfare organizations, and most 501(c)

Several governors, 
including Michigan’s
Rick Snyder, use 
nonprofi ts to promote 
their causes—
without ever having 
to disclose where the 
money came from.
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tests in Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi and New Mexico, among 
other states.

Once it became so simple to raise and spend money in elec-
tions, it was only a small additional step to use the same tools 
in the policymaking arena. The idea got its fi rst big tryout with 
Organizing for America, a nonprofi t group that spun out of Presi-
dent Obama’s campaign arm and helped push his legislative goals 
early in his fi rst term. That attracted the attention of ambitious 
governors. “A 501(c)(4) can spend 100 percent of its money advo-
cating,” Maguire says. “There are no limitations, like there are 
when they’re engaging in elections.”

The ability of a governor—or technically speaking, a 501(c)
(4) associated with the governor—to throw around money lends 
weight to his promises and his threats. Turnaround Illinois and its 

“unfettered amounts of dough” have helped turn the legislature 
into a more partisan place, complains state Rep. Jack Franks. “The 
money, it’s very intimidating to many folks,” he says. “It doesn’t 
allow for any compromise because if you’re in the center and 
compromising, you become a target.”

Like several other big-state governors these days, Rauner is a 
millionaire many times over. He and other rich governors such 
as Tom Wolf of Pennsylvania have put substantial amounts of 
money into 501(c)(4)s themselves. But they can still raise money 
from other interests. For less wealthy governors, raising outside 
money is usually the only option. In some cases, the governor 
has a clear and close relationship with allied 501(c)(4)s. Tom Wil-
lis, a top aide to Deal in Georgia, left Deal’s staff  to run a 501(c)
(4) called Georgia Leads, which is supporting a ballot measure 

requirements. Putting regulations in place—assuming there’s 
interest in doing so among the political class—could be even 
trickier than crafting workable campaign fi nance regulations. The 
lines get blurrier and issue advocacy enjoys strong and explicit 
protection under the First Amendment.

But secret money and politicians make for a combustible mix. 
The key question is how expansive these groups can be while 
staying within the bounds of the law. The answer, so far, is: very 
expansive. To the extent that the public has reservations about 
unlimited contributions to political campaigns, there are good 
reasons to be concerned about unlimited contributions to groups 
pushing a governor’s agenda. “This is a frontier,” says Robert 
Maguire, political nonprofi t investigator at the Center for Respon-
sive Politics, which tracks campaign fi nance. “This is going to be a 
very attractive avenue for any interests in the state that have busi-
ness before these politicians, but want to keep their spending out 
of the eyes of the public or the people they’re trying to infl uence.”

 
he 501(c)(4)s occupy a sweet spot. Purely 
charitable organizations, known as 501(c)
(3)s, don’t have to disclose their donors, but 
they are severely restricted in terms of lob-
bying and political activity. Political action 
committees can do pretty much whatever 
they want in the political realm, but they have 
to disclose donors. The beauty of 501(c)(4)s 

is that they allow people and corporations to have an impact on 
politics and policy and to do it anonymously. 

Their infl uence over elections is clear. The full amount spent 
this year by 501(c)(4)s won’t be known for months after the vot-
ing, but “a lot” is certainly a fair estimate. Back in 2006, these 
groups spent about $5 million on election campaigns. By 2012, 
they were spending more than $300 million. Political donations 
by outside groups have not only grown dramatically over the past 
decade but have also become far less transparent. 

In state elections in 2014, according to a recent Brennan 
Center study, only 29 percent of political spending from outside 
groups was still being done by organizations legally required to 
disclose their donors. That was a precipitous drop from nearly 
three-quarters of such spending being out in the open back in 
2006. Looking at six states, the study found that dark money 
spending increased on average by a factor of 38 over eight years. 
In Maine, the amount rose from a mere $16,000 in 2006 to 
$1.6 million in 2014. In Arizona, the equivalent jump was from 
$600,000 to $10.3 million. By late summer, three out of every 
four ads sponsored by outside groups for the 2016 campaigns 
were paid for with dark money, according to the Center for 
Responsive Politics. 

In the Citizens United era of virtually unlimited political 
spending, donors are used to throwing large amounts at cam-
paigns. There’s an outside group for everything. There’s an advo-
cacy group devoted to electing Republican agriculture commis-
sioners. Through a political action committee known as Safety 
& Justice, liberal billionaire George Soros has put hundreds of 
thousands of dollars over the past year into district attorney con-
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political foes are using 501(c)(4)s to spend heavily against their 
ideas, so they need to deploy outside groups as a countervail-
ing force. “People are starting to understand that 501(c)(4)s are 
a mechanism that can actually educate constituents,” says Rick 
Thompson, a former Georgia ethics commission director who has 
worked as a consultant to Deal. “Educating the constituency does 
not mean that they support you.”

If governors, with all their power and their command of the 
bully pulpit, need separate multimillion-dollar organizations to 
get their messages out, that threatens to raise the price of admis-
sion for everybody. In August, The Birmingham News reported 
that current and former offi  cials in the University of Alabama 
system were running a dark money nonprofi t. The university 
system is barred from making political donations, but it had 
used the group to funnel more than $1.4 million into the politi-
cal process. That fi gure included $541,000 directed to a political 
action committee. 

The University of Alabama’s nonprofi t is a 501(c)(6), a sta-
tus meant to be used by professional associations and business 
leagues such as chambers of commerce. Over the past few years, 
the university has separately paid some $245,000 to a marketing 
company owned by Jon Mason. Mason’s wife, Rebekah, has been 
identifi ed publicly as the mistress of Gov. Robert Bentley. 

Last year, a 501(c)(4) called the Alabama Council for Excellent 
Government, or ACEGOV, was founded to “advance the agenda of 
Gov. Robert Bentley,” with two of his aides listed as incorporators. 
“The purpose of the nonprofi t is for us to be able to get our 

favored by the governor next month to allow the state to take 
over failing public schools. The group has taken in fi ve-fi gure 
checks from beer distributors, AT&T and the Hospital Cor-
poration of America, among others, according to The Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution.

In some instances, 501(c)(4)s operate at arm’s length from 
the governor, or at least keep enough distance to allow him to 
maintain plausible deniability. Early in his term, college friends of 
New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie set up a group called Committee 
for Our Children’s Future, which spent $5 million burnishing his 
image and pushing his proposals. “If they are out there helping 
me, I say thank you very much,” Christie said during a news con-
ference in 2011. “But I have nothing to do with the group. I don’t 
raise money for them.” 

In Massachusetts, Gov. Baker does not have direct control over 
groups that are currently pushing a measure on the November 
ballot to expand charter schools, but they are clearly following 
a course that he has set. “It’s hard to say that any of these 501(c)
(4)s are Baker-operated, but two of his top operatives are very 
involved in running the pro-charter school campaign,” says Mau-
rice Cunningham, a political scientist at the University of Massa-
chusetts Boston. “All of it, every last penny, is dark money.”

Governors know it looks bad if their rich friends or big compa-
nies are seen giving them or allied groups large checks, or if they 
appear to be hiding substantial donations. That’s why so many of 
them fi nd dark money groups appealing. Sometimes, they use a 
“unilateral disarmament” defense. They say that deep-pocketed 
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Cunningham, the Massachusetts professor. 
If the secrecy involved with 501(c)(4)s does lead to a backlash, 

disclosure requirements will have to come from the states. 
The IRS has made clear it will not change its policy and begin 
challenging such groups, even if they have pledged not to engage 
in signifi cant political activity and then do exactly that. “If this 
does become the norm at the state level, it’s going to become a lot 
harder to do anything about it,” says Maguire of the Center for 
Responsive Politics. “There’s very little that will ever happen to 
such groups in terms of oversight and discipline.”

Legislative attempts to regulate 501(c)(4)s have generally 
been left on the cutting room fl oor. New York this summer 
became an exception. As part of an ethics package enacted at 
the end of the legislative session in June, 501(c)(4)s that spend at 
least $10,000 per year on issue advocacy have to fi le reports with 
the state attorney general—reports that must reveal the identities 
of donors who give $1,000 or more. “We are strengthening dis-
closure requirements so we know exactly where and from whom 
this dark money fl ows,” Gov. Andrew Cuomo said. 

He should know how important that is. Before it was dis-
banded, a Cuomo-aligned 501(c)(4) called the Committee to Save 
New York raised some $17 million. In its heyday, it ran numerous 
TV ads touting the governor’s agenda and was the biggest lobby-
ing spender in Albany.  G

 Email agreenblatt@governing.com 

message out somewhat unfi ltered,” Bentley said. In March, 
Rebekah Mason revealed that ACEGOV had paid her $15,000 in 
2015 for consulting services.

“We’ve seen this with a lot of super PACs and other political 
organizations,” says Lee Drutman, the author of The Business of 
America Is Lobbying. “They actually end up being ways for con-
sultants and organizers to get very rich, raising a lot of money to 
pay themselves.”

When he was recorded talking about the possibility of selling the 
appointment to Obama’s vacant Senate seat after the 2008 election, 
Illinois Gov. Rod Blagojevich fl oated the possibility of getting the 
new president’s allies to kick in $10  million or $15 million toward 
a 501(c)(4), “so I can advocate health care and other issues I care 
about and help them, while I stay as governor.” He said it would also 
give him a place to go when he was “no longer governor.” 

It’s clear that contributions to a nonprofi t associated with a 
particular politician can present the potential for corruption. 
But from a policy standpoint, the bigger issue is whether 501(c)
(4)s distort the regulatory and lawmaking process. Rather than 
personal enrichment, the concern is usually that donors with 
business before the government might receive a more favorable 
audience because they have written six- or seven-fi gure checks 
to an offi  cial’s advocacy group. Politically interested parties are 
spending millions of dollars pushing particular policies, and 
most of the time the public has no way of fi nding out the source 
of those dollars. “That, in a democracy, is unacceptable,” says 
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ATION

BY DANIEL C. VOCK

For years, courts 
let stand laws 
that required 
voters to show ID 
at the polls. Now 
judges are calling 
those laws racist.

Judge Catharina Haynes was clearly dis-
mayed. The Texas native, who practiced 
law in Dallas before President George W. 
Bush named her to a federal appeals court, 
was listening to a lawyer defend her home 
state’s voter ID law. The law was one of 

the strictest of its kind in the country, an unapologetically 
tough eff ort to crack down on the threat of people lying about 
who they were in order to vote illegally.

But the law was so rigid, critics claimed, that it would 
keep hundreds of thousands of honest people from voting, 
and those people were disproportionately black or Hispanic. 
The statute had been on the books for four years before 
the lawsuit reached Haynes and her colleagues in a New 
Orleans courtroom in April of last year. But in those four 
years, Haynes noted, the Republican majority in the Texas 
Legislature had not tried to make the law more accommo-
dating toward minorities. “Shouldn’t they be fi xing some of 
this stuff ?” she asked the lawyer. “Why are they wanting to 
fi x this in the court, rather than in the legislature where this 
belongs? They’re meeting right now. They have that oppor-
tunity. What are they doing with it?”

This summer, when the legislature still hadn’t touched 
the law more than a year later, Haynes wrote a decision on 
behalf of the full Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals. It struck 
down the entire 2011 law. 
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Haynes, and a majority of her colleagues on the 15-member 
court, which is stocked with Reagan and Bush appointees, said 
legislators’ concerns about voter fraud weren’t enough to justify 
the impact on minorities. “This argument eff ectively nullifi es 
the protections of the Voting Rights Act by giving states a free 
pass to enact needlessly burdensome laws with impermissible 
racially discriminatory impacts,” she wrote. “The Voting Rights 
Act was enacted to prevent just such invidious, subtle forms of 
discrimination.”

Judges rarely take on state lawmakers so forcefully, espe-
cially when lawsuits are accusing a whole legislature of racism. 
But Haynes and the Fifth Circuit had plenty of company this 
summer. A separate appeals court not only struck down North 
Carolina’s voter ID law but said that legislators in that state had 
passed the law precisely because of its discriminatory eff ects. 
Other courts have blocked or weakened voter ID laws and other 
electoral changes on the grounds that they disproportionately 
hurt minorities.

The timing of all these decisions, issued in the thick of a presi-
dential campaign with control of the Supreme Court hanging in 
the balance, gives them extra weight. At the very least, it seems, 
judges expect voter ID laws to create some sort of alternative for 
citizens—and especially minorities—who have diffi  culty produc-
ing government-issued photo identifi cation. “The courts really 
are coming down and saying, ‘You know what, legislators and 
elected offi  cials? We’re no longer going to defer to what you say 
you’re doing.’ They’re looking at the impact of the laws … and not 
believing elected offi  cials, which they’ve done so many times in 
the past,” says Keesha Middlemass, a political scientist at Trinity 
University in San Antonio.

When voters go to the polls in Texas next month, they will be 
able to vote without providing the identifi cation that the state law 
would have demanded. They will be allowed to present a valid 
registration certifi cate, birth certifi cate, current utility bill, bank 
statement, government check, paycheck, or any other government 
document that displays their name and address. Voters who don’t 

have a photo ID will be asked to fi ll out a form indicating why they 
don’t have one, but poll watchers will not be allowed to question 
their answer.

Some anti-discrimination activists are insisting that these 
rules still don’t go far enough to protect minorities, but conser-
vatives have been quick to argue that the recent court decisions 
are improperly tying the hands of state offi  cials. “These errone-
ous rulings twist the Voting Rights Act,” Hans von Spakovsky and 
John Fund wrote in The Wall Street Journal recently, “from a law 
intended to stop racial discrimination into one that transfers the 
power to determine routine election procedures—which the Con-
stitution delegates to the states—to the judiciary.”

 What ultimately matters most, however, is what happens in 
the presidential election. 

If Hillary Clinton wins the presidency and names a liberal 
judge to fi ll the current Supreme Court vacancy, the decisions in 
Texas and North Carolina may be the beginning of a long-term 
shift in the U.S. judiciary’s approach to voting rights cases, away 
from strict identifi cation requirements and toward a mandate 
of greater inclusiveness imposed on state governments. Clinton 
would nominate more judges to district and appellate courts 
who would be sympathetic to claims of racial discrimination. 
The Justice Department in a Democratic administration would 
continue to back plaintiff s who sue states and localities for vio-
lating their rights with voter ID laws, just as the department has 
done under President Obama. And if Democrats take control of 
Congress, they could eff ectively nullify previous high court deci-
sions and return to an earlier policy requiring certain states to 
seek federal approval of any new election laws they enact. 

A President Trump, on the other hand, would likely fi ll the 
Supreme Court vacancy with a conservative justice who would 
help overturn the Texas and North Carolina rulings and allow the 
states to write election law as they wish to write it. And Trump 
could direct the Justice Department to focus more heavily on 
voter fraud than on discrimination claims. In that scenario, this 
summer’s rulings might soon be irrelevant.
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and improved homeland security. A federal commission led 
by former President Jimmy Carter and former Secretary of 
State James Baker III recommended in 2005 that all voters be 
required to present IDs approved by the federal government. But 
the group also called for massive outreach to make IDs available 
to minorities and the poor. Carter and Baker later lamented that 
no states took them up on their suggested approach.

Instead, a handful of states began enacting new laws that 
required voters to present specifi ed types of photo ID before 
they could get a ballot. In 2008, in the case of Crawford v. Marion 
County, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld an initial challenge to 
one of those laws, in Indiana. But the justices split three ways in 
their decision and left the door open to further challenges when 
concrete evidence of the law’s eff ects could be presented. The 
question of racial discrimination was never taken up. 

But in other states where race did come up in legal challenges, 
courts required tweaks to voter ID laws before they could take 
eff ect. Georgia had to make it possible for citizens to get IDs free 
of charge after a court found that its voter ID law amounted to 
an illegal poll tax. Later, the Justice Department tried to block 
South Carolina’s voter ID law using its preclearance authority. But 
South Carolina offi  cials told judges they would let voters without 
IDs cast ballots with only a few extra steps, and fended off  the 
challenge. 

Then, in 2013, the Supreme Court invalidated key portions 
of the Voting Rights Act, ruling that Southern states no longer 
needed to look over their shoulders when changing election 
laws. In a 5-4 decision in Shelby County v. Holder, the conser-
vative court majority ruled that the law impermissibly favored 
some states over others because it continued to subject some, 
but not all, of them to preclearance procedures. Chief Justice 
John Roberts argued that since Congress hadn’t changed the 
formula for determining which jurisdictions needed preclear-
ance in nearly 40 years, the formula was outdated. As a result 

T
oday’s debates about voter identifi cation can’t be 
understood without a look back to 1965, when the 
Voting Rights Act became law. The law’s protections 
for minority voters have reshaped the legal landscape 

and the broader political world for the past fi ve decades.
The law gave the Justice Department far-reaching powers to 

crack down on states and localities that tried to prevent minori-
ties from voting or that tried to dilute the political strength of 
those minorities. It authorized the Justice Department to block 
laws in certain jurisdictions—primarily in the South—because of 
their racial impact. Aff ected jurisdictions in 15 states had to get 
federal permission, called “preclearance,” to change anything 
from voting hours to legislative district maps. In a series of revi-
sions over the years, Congress broadened the law’s scope and 
extended its life several times, most recently in 2006.

The Voting Rights Act ultimately created the political align-
ment that exists today. After the passage of the law (along with 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964), blacks began voting in the South 
in much larger numbers, and formed the core of Democratic 
strength in Southern states. The Republican Party, meanwhile, 
increasingly attracted conservative white Southerners, fi rst in 
national elections, and eventually in elections that determined 
the makeup of state legislators and even county courts. The 
transformation took decades, but it was largely completed with 
the 2010 election. 

Because of the racial polarization that has become entrenched 
across the country, but particularly in the South, enforcement of 
the Voting Rights Act has become a partisan issue. Democrats 
have sought to make it easier for minority voters to get to the 
polls, while Republicans have pushed restrictions to counter what 
they see as a signifi cant problem of voting fraud. 

The push for voters to present photo IDs at the polls started 
under the George W. Bush administration, and refl ected two 
chief priorities of the Bush era: better election administration 
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In the Texas case, Harvard professor Stephen Ansolabehere 
found that 608,000 of the 13.5 million registered Texas voters 
in 2014 did not have any acceptable forms of ID. Those num-
bers were determined by comparing the state’s voter lists with 
state and federal databases of all the types of ID that would be 
accepted at Texas polls under the most recent state law. Ansola-
behere found that 91 percent of white voters in the state had Texas 
driver’s licenses, compared with 78 percent of black voters and 82 
percent of Hispanic voters. 

No matter how Ansolabehere sliced the data, the pattern 
remained the same: Hispanics were 50 percent more likely than 
whites to lack the necessary ID, and blacks were 100 percent 
more likely. “Such a diff erence,” he wrote, “is highly unlikely to 
have arisen by chance.” 

Of course, would-be voters who don’t have the right type of ID 
can apply for it. But there too, courts have found that this option is 
unrealistic for some voters. The court in the Texas case pointed to 
witnesses who said they couldn’t aff ord the high cost of obtaining 
birth certifi cates from other states or didn’t have time to make a 
long trek to state ID-issuing facilities.

In North Dakota, a federal trial judge in August found that 
similar obstacles confronted Native American voters and, 
because of that, temporarily halted the state from using its 2015 
voter identifi cation law. Nearly a quarter of Native Americans 
in North Dakota lack a valid form of ID for voting, Judge Dan-
iel Hovland wrote, compared with only 12 percent of the rest of 
the population in the state. And for those Native Americans who 
don’t have the requisite identifi cation, nearly half say they don’t 
have the proper documents, such as a birth certifi cate, that they 

of that decision, no government needed permission anymore to 
change its voting procedures.

The opinion unleashed a rush of activity. “This chapter 
is closed,” Mississippi Secretary of State Delbert Hosemann 
announced hours after the decision, as he vowed to start enforc-
ing his state’s previously blocked ID requirement law. In North 
Carolina, a Republican state senator announced that the legisla-
ture would “move ahead with the full bill” on voter ID, rather than 
a more lenient one that had some bipartisan support. The newest 
ID laws were much more strict than their predecessors.

The new laws triggered new lawsuits. Not all were success-
ful. Laws in Oklahoma, Tennessee and Virginia withstood initial 
court scrutiny.  

But all of this was prelude to the judicial rulings issued this 
summer, most important the ones that invalidated the voter 
ID laws in Texas and North Carolina. They left the states with 
nowhere to turn but the U.S. Supreme Court, to which both Texas 
and North Carolina planned an appeal. But the court, evenly 
divided 4-4, elected not to intervene. Without Supreme Court 
action, this summer’s decisions invalidating voter ID laws will be 
binding precedent in seven Southern states.

F
or challengers to prevail in any of these lawsuits, they 
have to show that a voter ID law discriminates against 
racial minorities. The key question isn’t whether the 
vast majority of Americans have easy access to a 

driver’s license or other ready identifi cation: They do. The legal 
questions focus on the relative few who don’t.

ID requested; 
photo not required

No document required
Strict non-photo ID

Strict photo ID
Photo ID requested

VOTER IDENTIFICATION LAWS 2016

SOURCE: NCSL
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But after eight years of litigation and study, the evidence 
of in-person voter fraud is still scant. The courts in Texas and 
North Carolina held that even if lawmakers were concerned 
about voter fraud, the laws they enacted were not tailored to fi ght 
it eff ectively. The courts ruled that the forms of ID lawmakers 
chose as acceptable weren’t necessarily the most secure kinds, 
and noted that legislators opted not to include other forms of 
state-issued identifi cation, such as student or public assistance 
IDs, that were just as secure.

In the Texas case, the judges noted that Texas lawmakers 
had used voter fraud as a reason to make it harder for minorities 
to vote many times before, in passing laws that established all-
white primaries, poll taxes and purges of voter rolls. The court 
asked Clemson University history professor Vernon Burton, 
an expert on race relations, whether these devices actually 
responded to sincere concerns or actual incidences of voter 
fraud. “No,” Burton said.

Supporters of voter identifi cation laws say the Texas and North 
Carolina courts used the wrong criteria to evaluate the laws. They 
argue that the test should be whether the laws actually prevent 
anyone from voting or drive down turnout among minorities. 
Lawyers for North Carolina Gov. Pat McCrory told the U.S. 
Supreme Court that the appeals court’s decision relied “almost 
exclusively on evidence that the challenged provisions could have 
a disparate impact on minorities, even though it did not disturb 
the [trial court’s] fi nding that they will not actually do so.” During 
this year’s primaries, they noted, 2.3 million North Carolina voters 
cast votes. Only 0.008 percent of them were not counted.

Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton similarly maintains that 
his state’s law does not make it signifi cantly harder for Texans 
to vote. “Indeed,” Paxton says, “President Obama’s Department 
of Justice, which sued Texas to block our voter ID law, never 
identifi ed a single person who faced a legally substantial obstacle 
to voting during the dozens of elections where Texas’ voter ID 
law was enforced.” 

For now, though, it appears that people who turn up to the 
polls in North Carolina, North Dakota, Texas and many other 
voter ID states won’t be turned away if they don’t have an ID 
on them. They will be able to cast a provisional ballot or sign an 
affi  davit attesting to who they are. This situation does not satisfy 
either side in the larger dispute, but at the moment it appears 
to be the national norm. That is, of course, until and unless the 
Supreme Court steps in.

The last time the high court took up voter ID, Jimmy Carter 
and James Baker expressed hope that the justices would provide 
clarity and fairness. “The Supreme Court can lead the way on the 
voter ID issue,” they wrote eight years ago, in an op-ed during 
the consideration of Crawford v. Marion County. “It has the 
opportunity to inspire the states, our national leaders and the 
entire country to bridge the partisan divide on a matter that is 
important to our democracy. It can support voter ID laws that 
make it easy to vote but tough to cheat.”

Instead, Crawford only inspired more division. Soon, though, 
the high court may have a chance to revisit that legacy.  G

Email dvock@governing.com 

must have in order to get a driver’s license or state ID. In the 
judge’s words, “you need an ID to get an ID.” Because the law 
in North Dakota law, like the one in Texas, off ered no alterna-
tive for people who could not produce the right identifi cation, 
Hovland issued a preliminary injunction blocking the law from 
taking eff ect. 

The appellate court in North Carolina’s case went even fur-
ther. The judges there didn’t strike down the state’s voter ID law 
because it happened to be harder on minority voters. Instead, they 
concluded the North Carolina law was designed to be tougher 
on black voters. “The new provisions,” the court ruled, “target 
African-Americans with almost surgical precision.”

Besides imposing an ID requirement, North Carolina’s 2013 
law restricted early voting, same-day registration and out-
of-precinct voting. Legislators appeared to know that those 
changes would disproportionately harm black voters, because 
they requested information on how diff erent racial groups used 
diff erent election features. The data they received showed that 
whites were more likely to use absentee ballots. But the lawmak-
ers did not add restrictions on absentee ballots, even though elec-
tion authorities said those ballots were more susceptible to fraud 
than in-person balloting.

The law’s defenders argued that Republicans were simply roll-
ing back laws Democrats had passed when they were in power. 
But the reviewing court said that once a state makes it easier for 
minorities to vote, it cannot reverse course. “When a legislature 
dominated by one party has dismantled barriers to African-Amer-
ican access to the franchise, even if done to gain votes, ‘politics as 
usual’ does not allow a legislature dominated by the other party 
to re-erect those barriers,” Judge Diana Gribbon Motz, a Clinton 
appointee, wrote for the court.

The court’s fi nding that North Carolina’s legislature intention-
ally passed a discriminatory law is signifi cant. The ruling could 
trigger attempts to once again force the state to submit major vot-
ing changes for approval, under a provision in the Voting Rights 
Act that, technically, is still on the books. If successful, those 
eff orts would essentially reinstate the rules that prevailed before 
the Shelby County decision came down. 

Texas could end up in the same boat. The appeals court in that 
case set aside the trial judge’s ruling that the Texas legislature 
acted with discriminatory intent. But the appeals court said the 
trial judge could revisit the question after this year’s elections. 
Then the appeals court judges laid out several facts that might 
support such a fi nding of intentional discrimination. 

A
t the root of all these cases is the question of how 
common voter fraud actually is. Proponents of voter 
ID laws argue that the whole point of the laws is 
to prevent tampering with elections. The Supreme 

Court echoed that point in the Indiana case eight years ago. 
“There is no question about the legitimacy or importance of the 
state’s interest in counting only the votes of eligible voters,” the 
court held at that time. Indeed, many courts have recited that 
language and relied on that opinion in upholding various voter 
identifi cation laws.
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Where
We Vote

Next month, when Americans cast their ballots in this year’s 
elections, most of them will hit the polls in schools, 

churches and municipal buildings. But many voting booths 
across the country are found in less-familiar settings. 

For the past several years, photographer Ryan Donnell has 
documented some of the nation’s most surprising, unique 

and out-of-the-way polling places. It’s a reminder that, 
wherever it’s cast—in a pool hall or a church, a laundromat 

or a Vietnamese restaurant—a vote is a vote.

P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  R Y A N  D O N N E L L

More photos at governing.com/wherewevote

ELECTION
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Su Nueva Laundromat 

Chicago, 2012
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Saigon Maxim Vietnamese restaurant

South Philadelphia, 2008
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The Beverly Hills Hotel 

Beverly Hills, Calif., 2012
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Pressure Billiards & Cafe

Chicago, 2012
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Elmwood Roller Skating Rink

West Philadelphia, 2008
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More Than 
Just a Job 
By J.B. Wogan Photographs by David Kidd
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Shelanda McHie is a 

single mom getting help 

from a welfare-to-work 

program in Ramsey 

County, Minn.
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S
helanda McHie came to the welfare offi  ce bearing good 
news. Applebee’s had given her more shifts. On her 
previous visit to the offi  ce, she had reported that the 
restaurant had cut back her hours to 25 a week. Now, 
with Applebee’s and some shifts she had picked up at 

a second job, she was back above 40 hours again. 
“Are you? Awesome!” said Lisa Lee, her employment coun-

selor. “That’s what we’ve been working towards. Congratula-
tions!” Lee’s cubicle was peppered with positive affi  rmations. 
One said, “You are capable of more than you know.” Another read, 
“Dear weary mom, you are courageous.” 

McHie is 34. She is a single mother of seven children, and she 
is trying to raise all of them by herself. Her Chevy Suburban is 
almost 20 years old, and just the other day, it stalled at an inter-
section on her way to a new job. She says she gave it a second and 
prayed to God. The car came back to life. In the past three years, 
she left an abusive boyfriend, gave birth to her youngest boy and 
lost a sister. “I have days up and low,” she says. “I’ve never prayed 
so much in my life.” 

A few years ago, McHie’s visit to a counselor in Ramsey 
County, Minn., would have looked quite diff erent. She would 
have walked in and simply handed over a job log showing how 
much time she had spent working or looking for work. The coun-
selor would have checked to see that McHie had met her required 
hours. If the count was too low, the counselor could have fi ned her 
up to 30 percent of her welfare benefi ts. The conversation would 
have been short. The county didn’t do much counseling in those 
days. The meetings were compliance checks. 

McHie receives money through a federal welfare program that 
requires her to fi ll out monthly timesheets, a result of the 1996 
welfare reform law that emphasized work as the key to escap-
ing poverty. To make sure people were using those public dollars 
to fi nd jobs, every state had to report a work participation rate, 
a statistic calculated though the meticulous monitoring of the 
individual timesheets. “I felt like a number,” McHie says, “just 
somebody they had to get off  the system.”

Today, Lee and other Ramsey County counselors aren’t push-
ing their clients to get a job as quickly as possible. Employment is 
still the goal, but they are working with the clients to draft long-
term plans. The plans are broken down into steps, and the steps 
are divided into manageable chunks. 

Before, counselors told their clients what they needed to do. 
Now it’s more of an interview. Lee asks questions to guide the 
conversation, but McHie charts her own career path. Her dream 
is to run her own restaurant. Next year, she hopes to enroll in a 
certifi cate program for managers. But fi rst, she needs to take a 
class in basic computer skills. Computers terrify her; her children 
have to help her use the Internet. 

“What will it look like when you’ve reached a point of suc-
cess?” Lee asks.

“When I call the shots,” McHie replies.  
“‘When I call the shots,’” Lee says, mulling over the answer. 

“I like that.” 
Meetings like the one between McHie and Lee are a departure 

from the way most states and localities approach job assistance 
for people on welfare. Ramsey County is part of a national move-

ment to redefi ne what success is in a welfare-to-work program. 
They’re using more nuanced performance measures, and they’re 
asking clients to be the ones who map a path out of poverty. 

The overhaul begins with the federal work participation rate. 
In much of the country, this rate is the only way welfare agencies 
grade their own performance, so caseworkers do what they can to 
keep the participation numbers as high as possible. Kate Probert, 
who manages employment services for Ramsey County’s welfare 
program, doesn’t want caseworkers focusing just on that federal 
requirement. It is still something the county has to report, but in 
the last few years, she and her staff  have identifi ed a range of out-
comes that they consider to be more important: not just employ-
ment but also job retention, educational attainment and active 
engagement with counselors to create a work plan. Counselors 
now pay less attention to the participation rate and more atten-
tion to whether their clients make progress in those other areas. 

Under Probert, the county is also trying to address the com-
mon barriers that prevent welfare recipients from keeping a 
job. In some cases, those barriers are logistical, such as fi nding 
child care and reliable transportation. But her staff  has become 
interested in another potential barrier: how the brain processes 
information, or fails to. Many people on public assistance have 
spent years in poverty, where their immediate concerns are 
whether they can aff ord next month’s rent or heating bill. Some 
research suggests that those kind of high-stress environments can 

M O R E  T H A N  J U S T  A  J O B
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short-circuit coping and organizational skills that contribute to a 
person’s success in the workplace. So job counselors in Ramsey 
County are providing their clients with tips to reduce stress. 

Probert and her staff  are arguing that eff ective job assistance 
requires a better understanding of the individuals on welfare—
how they got there and what’s keeping them from leaving the 
system. For the last two decades, job assistance for welfare didn’t 
take into account clients’ education or readiness to work. It 
assumed that if government pushed them to get a job, they’d stay 
employed, increase their earnings and eventually leave welfare. 
But for some families, fi nding work wasn’t enough.  

“If we really want to break the cycle of poverty, the reality is 
that a lot of our families are coming from a history of trauma, a 
history of poverty and of growing up without role models,” says 
Andrew Freeberg, a workforce development director at Good-
will, one of Ramsey County’s vendors. “We have to do some-
thing diff erent.” 

N
o state has done more than Minnesota in rethinking 
how it measures success in a welfare-to-work pro-
gram, and no place in the state has been more will-
ing to build upon those eff orts than Ramsey County. 
Between its exhaustive tracking of performance mea-

sures and its heavy focus on empowering the client, the county 
is at the forefront of a “grassroots revolution” in workforce pro-

grams, says Michelle Derr, a researcher at Mathematica Policy 
Research. “I think we’re in a totally new era,” Derr says. “When 
we look nationally, there are a lot of programs that can get people 
jobs, but they don’t keep them.” 

Part of what’s diff erent about Ramsey County is the extra 
emphasis on long-term trajectory. In most welfare agencies, 
according to Derr, “people are so focused on participation [in 
mandated activities] and not on progress.” In Ramsey County, job 
assistance “isn’t just about showing up, it’s about movement. You 
have to make progress.”

The 1996 welfare reform law placed a lifetime cap on how long 
families could receive welfare, so parents felt pressure to fi nd 
work before the checks stopped coming. The upper limit was 60 
months, though states could lower the cap, and many have. 

Congress also introduced a strict reporting requirement in its 
welfare reform. Each state had to show that at least half of its 
families on welfare spent a minimum number of hours on count-
able work-related activities. If they didn’t, the federal government 
could cut the state’s welfare funding. States that reduce the num-
ber of people on their welfare rolls receive a credit that makes 
a lower work participation rate acceptable. Most states manage 
to reduce their caseloads enough to receive credits. In 2014, the 
national work participation rate among welfare recipients was 
about 36.6 percent.  

Paid employment isn’t the only way to meet the work activity 
requirement. Welfare recipients can also report the hours they 
spend getting trained for work, doing unpaid work, volunteering 
in the community or searching for jobs. For the most part, people 
on welfare can’t count school as an activity. After one year of voca-
tional education, people have to combine any additional schooling 
with at least 20 hours a week of something more closely tied to 
immediate employment. 

Members of Congress hoped that once people were working, 
they would make enough money to stay off  public assistance. For 
some, that approach proved eff ective. In the late 1990s, when the 
economy was booming, the work-fi rst orientation did coincide 
with a dramatic reduction in welfare caseloads and an increase in 
employment. But even under favorable economic circumstances, 
the participation rate doesn’t actually show whether people kept 
jobs or increased their earnings, and so states aren’t held account-
able for improving those results. As a consequence, states don’t 
have much of an incentive to invest in the most intensive and 
long-lasting forms of job assistance.   

In fact, many of the people who fi nd work while on welfare 
don’t stay employed very long and don’t get paid enough to 
cover their family’s living expenses. Last year in Ramsey County, 
nearly 26 percent of the people who left welfare returned within 
12 months, which was consistent with the rest of Minnesota. 
“People tend to cycle through the system, getting the same type 

of jobs,” Probert says. In 2015, when 
people found work, their median 
wage was $11 an hour, a relatively 
small sum for a single mom car-
ing for at least one child—the main 
demographic among welfare recip-
ients in the state.

M O R E  T H A N  J U S T  A  J O B

Tannasia McCollum-

Mayfi eld, left, talks 

with her coach about 

her job applications 

and diffi culties fi nding 

child care. 
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According to the federal standard for work participation, Min-
nesota is a success. It has met its target in all but one of the last 13 
years. But state lawmakers recognize that the federal target rate 
doesn’t tell them much about whether residents are becoming 
fi nancially independent. That’s why they created another mea-
sure called the self-support index, which looks at how people 
are faring three years after fi rst receiving assistance. Using those 
parameters, every county reports the percentage of people who 
are either working at least 30 hours a week or earning enough so 
that they no longer qualify for cash benefi ts. In 2015, about two-
thirds of the people who had received three years of assistance 
met those criteria. 

The idea behind the index is that if the state holds counties to 
a more meaningful standard, they might improve their job ser-
vices for people on welfare. Better measurement will drive better 
services and results. Probert and her team were thinking along 
the same lines when they announced in 2014 that they would 
add new performance measures just for Ramsey County aimed 
at long-term employment and independence from the welfare 
system. The measures fall into one of four categories: employ-
ment, employment retention, education or engagement. If people 
get jobs, keep jobs, increase their education and meet regularly 

with job counselors, Probert believes they will no longer need 
public assistance. 

Her agency and its contractors keep track of more than 20 
indicators that feed into one of those four main categories. The 
list is comprehensive. There’s a target for how many welfare 
recipients are working at least 87 hours per month. There’s 
another target for people who were working when they left 
welfare and are still working three months later. There’s one 
for people who create an employment plan with their counselor 
within three months of joining the welfare rolls. In contrast to 
the federal work requirement, the county includes educational 
advancement as part of its monthly report card, calling for a 
third of those without a high school diploma or GED to be tak-
ing at least 20 hours of classes per month.  

This last measure is particularly important because one of the 
reasons welfare recipients have trouble fi nding better-paying jobs 
is inadequate education. Almost 40 percent of Minnesota parents 
on welfare don’t have a high school degree or a GED. About 10 
percent never reached high school. Less than 1 percent fi nished 
college. The positions available to these people tend to pay entry-
level wages and don’t come with paid sick leave or other health 
benefi ts that can be critical for a single parent. 

Counselor Nicki Hanson, right, asks her client Kyla Blomquist about her career and education goals.
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I
f the fi rst half of Ramsey County’s model focuses on system-
wide goals, the second half focuses on the personal goals 
of each individual on welfare. All the counselors have been 
trained as coaches, which means they spend less time check-
ing timesheets and more time interviewing people about 

their aspirations. “Instead of forcing you into compliance, it’s 
more respectful,” says Derr. “It’s about saying, ‘Where are you 
now and where can we take you?’” 

Together, the counselor and client devise a long-term employ-
ment plan, but they also fi ll out worksheets with incremental goals 
that dovetail into the larger plan. One client in the Goodwill offi  ce, 
Tannasia McCollum-Mayfi eld,  wants to become a hairdresser. 
She already does children’s hair in the neighborhood and she’s 
proud of her natural talent. “My hands work magic,” she says. 

She wants to go to cosmetology school, and that means pay-
ing back some of her existing student loans; she is currently in 
default with the bank and can’t take out new loans for new train-
ing. Her counselor is helping her think through the steps she 
would need to take: First fi nd child care, then a job. McCollum-
Mayfi eld has visited several child-care providers, but didn’t like 
them. She considered having a neighbor watch her son until the 
counselor pressed her with a series of questions. Was the neigh-
bor licensed? Had the neighbor received training in CPR? What 
kind of prior experience did the neighbor have in caring for other 
people’s children? The welfare program could help cover child-
care expenses, but only for a licensed provider, or one that went 
through an extensive vetting process. They agreed that she would 
visit at least two more providers before their next meeting. 

They needed to fi gure out the child-care situation because 
McCollum-Mayfi eld was waiting to hear back from Comcast 
about a call center position. She could have an interview within 
the week. It would pay about $13 an hour. “This is a job you’re 
interested in doing?” the counselor asked. “Have you looked at 
any other jobs?” McCollum-Mayfi eld said she wanted to be on 
the phone and helping people. She had also applied to a few other 
places. Her top choice was an opening with the Salvation Army. 

“You’ve been busy,” the counselor said. 
“I wanted to surprise you so you’d be happy,” McCollum-May-

fi eld said, “so you know I’m not just sitting on my butt.” 
Some of what the counselors do is motivational interview-

ing. Their questions guide the conversation and fl esh out what 
the client wants. They also do goal-setting exercises. The new-
est technique Ramsey County’s counselors are using is a self-
assessment developed by psychologists Peg Dawson and Richard 
Guare, authors of the book Smart but Scattered. The book dis-
tills research on how stress and trauma can hamper children’s 
brain development, and explains how the lessons apply to adults 
as well. When people are sleep-deprived or stressed, they have 
trouble thinking clearly. If they understand how their thought 
process gets disrupted, they can develop coping mechanisms. 
Ramsey County is testing the hypothesis that if people identify 
their stress-based weaknesses and learn to manage them, they’ll 
have an easier time at work. 

Counselors introduce the self-assessment in their meetings 
with clients, so that they can go over the instructions together 
and discuss the results. The test shows people’s strengths and 

weaknesses in how they process and manage information, fun-
neling responses into several skill categories, such as organization, 
goal-directed persistence and fl exibility. It’s rare for anyone to be 
good at all 11 skills. All the counselors take the test themselves fi rst.    

The county provides a list of tips people can employ to manage 
their weaker skills, such as using a planner or setting their clock 
10 minutes fast. Counselor Nicki Hanson had one client take the 
test and found she had low emotional control. They talked about 
pausing for a moment before reacting to a stressful situation. The 
client could call Hanson if she felt overwhelmed and needed to 
discuss the pros and cons of making a decision. Not too long after, 
the client encountered some crises at work. “She almost quit 
seven times in a week,” Hanson says, but the tricks they discussed 
helped prevent an overreaction. The test “enlightened me to what 
she was going to need.”

It’s too early to say whether Ramsey County’s new approach 
to job assistance will be any better than traditional employment 
counseling. The county has been coming in above the state per-
formance targets and has earned bonus payment to its welfare 
agency two years in a row. By other measures, the picture is less 
clear. Engagement with job counselors is up slightly compared to 
2014, but the data don’t show an increase in schooling. 

Even if the shift to coaching is ultimately successful, it will 
come with growing pains. Not everyone is cut out for the intensive 
and nuanced form of counseling that Probert is pushing. The ideal 
hire for an employment counselor used to be someone who could 
scour timesheets and sanction rule-breakers. Those people were 
organized and detail-oriented. Freeberg, the workforce director 
at Goodwill, says he used to steer clear of applicants with a social 
work background because it wasn’t a good fi t for the position. 
Now he fi nds that social workers are better prepared for the job. 

Where Probert and her team are noticing an improvement is 
in the perceptions of the counselors. “It’s probably the best time 
to work in this industry,” says Angela Cardella,  who supervises 
counselors in Ramsey County. “The old way was so production-
like. It’s not so scripted anymore. We don’t talk sanctions. For 
years, that’s all I did.” 

Amanda Lindbom, another counselor, remembers when her 
focus was entirely on the work participation rate. “I was in a 
depression,” she says. “It was all about the paperwork and enter-
ing hours. It wasn’t about the person.” 

In the past, Probert says, “we never talked about dreams.” 
Dreams are personal and usually involve a long, complicated path. 
Job assistance for people on welfare used to have a much simpler 
objective: “Go get a job.”

Ron’Nesha Johnson, a 22-year-old single mom, is an example 
of what can happen when employment assistance is about more 
than immediate employment. Her counselor, Tracy Olson, helped 
her fi nd transportation subsidies and child care for her daughter. 
They drafted a plan for Johnson to become a medical technician, 
and in less than a year, she had the training she needed and a job 
in hand. She’s already looking at nursing classes she can take at 
night. By age 25, Johnson would like to be her own boss. “I know 
what I want in life,” she says.  G

Email jwogan@governing.com 
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Free 

The Williamson 

Campus of Columbia 

State Community 

College admitted 

its fi rst students in 

September.
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for All
Tennessee’s free college program could

be a big, bipartisan leap forward
—if it can make the grade.

By Mattie Quinn
Photographs by David Kidd

F
rom the scent of linoleum to the unopened café 
where equipment is still being unboxed, every-
thing about the Williamson Campus of Colum-
bia State Community College feels brand-new. 
And it is. The Tennessee school, located in a 
Nashville suburb, is the newest community col-
lege campus in the state.

But in August, a week before the fi rst semester started, admin-
istrators were already worried about overcrowding. The three-
building campus was about to welcome 1,800 students, far more 
than originally planned. In the run-up to the new year, college 
director of communications Amy Spears-Boyd was advising stu-
dents to allow themselves plenty of extra time to get through the 
crowded campus. “I’m really thinking you need to get here about 
45 minutes early,” she told one incoming freshman. “I’m worried 
about you not getting a parking spot.”

All across Tennessee, community colleges are seeing record 
numbers of students this fall, thanks to a simple but sweeping 
promise from the state: free college education for everyone. This 
is the second school year that incoming college freshmen in the 
state can attend community college without paying any tuition, 
thanks to the Tennessee Promise Scholarship Act of 2014. 

The promise of free higher education has become a popular 
idea of late. Last year, President Obama unveiled a plan to make 
community college free across the nation. The “America’s College 
Promise” proposal would federally fund 75 percent of commu-
nity college tuition, with states ponying up the rest. In July 2015, 
Wisconsin Sen. Tammy Baldwin, a Democrat, then introduced 
“America’s College Promise Act of 2015,” incorporating Obama’s 
plan into legislation. It has yet to go anywhere.

But Tennessee was the fi rst place to act. With a conservative 
Republican governor and an even more conservative legislature, 
Tennessee doesn’t often align with the policy proposals of the 

Obama administration or liberal Senate Democrats. But univer-
sal college access is a goal that seems to bridge partisan divides. 
In fact, Obama hailed Tennessee’s program as a model, and he 
traveled to Knoxville to announce his national college proposal.

Free college is a straightforward notion, but a complicated one 
to implement. Figuring out how to structure the plan was a chal-
lenge, as was convincing conservative lawmakers to fund what 
many of them considered an entitlement program. Whether the 
initiative is a success—and how campuses are going to handle the 
infl ux of new students—won’t be known for years. But for now, 
says Gov. Bill Haslam, who was the architect and chief proponent 
of the plan, the state had no choice but to act. The rising cost of 
higher education was making college unattainable for more and 
more students. “We are either going to give these kids a second 
chance now, or I don’t know when we will,” Haslam says. “These 
kids keep getting left behind.”

Haslam had fi rst experimented with free higher ed as the 
mayor of Knoxville, where he served two terms before being 
elected governor in 2010. His “Knoxville Achieves” initiative 
began off ering free tuition to the area’s three community colleges 
in 2008. Funded by philanthropic donations, it off ered scholar-
ships to lower-income Knoxville students to help them go to col-
lege with no tuition costs.

As governor, Haslam wanted to expand the Knoxville program 
statewide. The state already had the HOPE scholarship, a lottery-
funded scholarship that helped defray expenses at all public col-
leges and universities in the state. But it hadn’t had an impact 
on who was actually enrolling in higher education, Haslam says. 
“We’ve had the HOPE scholarship for eight years, and we weren’t 
increasing the number of Tennesseans who were going to col-
lege,” he says. “We were making college aff ordable for the middle- 
and upper-middle-class families. But we weren’t actually expand-
ing the number of students going to college.”
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The way to accomplish that, he believed, was a blanket 
promise of tuition-free community college for every student 
in the state. In addition to increasing enrollment, Haslam saw 
the initiative as a chance to shift Tennessee’s reputation in the 
education and business communities. “We haven’t always been 
thought of as the most educationally advanced state,” he says. 
Increasing the number of college grads in the state, he believes, 
could attract new businesses and boost the state economy.

He sent a proposal to the legislature, where several members 
balked at what they saw as a government handout. Haslam agreed 
that he didn’t want the state to simply say, “Here’s another free 
thing.” So he and other lawmakers added conditions and require-
ments to the plan. Students would have to attend informational 
meetings while still in high school. Once in 
college, they’d have to complete eight hours of 
community service per semester, stay enrolled 
full-time and maintain a 2.5 GPA. That way, 
the Promise program wouldn’t just get more 
students in the door. It would, they hoped, also 
be a way to boost student achievement. 

Perhaps most crucially, Tennessee Prom-
ise was designed as a “last-dollar” scholar-
ship, meaning that the money only kicks in 
once a student has exhausted all his or her 
other options for scholarships, HOPE money, 
fi nancial aid and federal grants. Lawmakers 
compromised on how to fund the program, 
which costs about $34 million a year. Some 
of that money comes from existing lottery 
reserves, and some comes from funding cuts 
to the HOPE scholarship, with students at 
four-year universities receiving about $250 less 
per semester. The Promise program went into 
eff ect in fall 2015.

Because it’s structured as a last-dollar pro-
gram, Promise varies widely in terms of what 
it pays out to students. George Van Allen, the 
president of Nashville State Community Col-
lege, says he has seen awards to students as 
low as $14 and as high as $2,000. But overall, 
he says, the program has been a boon to stu-
dents who might otherwise have had to forgo college. And it’s 
had a positive eff ect on the schools themselves. “The governor 
has made it clear that community colleges are a critical part of 
the educational system,” Van Allen says. “This has impacted the 
morale of community colleges. There’s a sense of importance that 
has never been associated with two-year colleges.”  

M
ost people regard the promise of free college as 
a good thing, a step forward in ensuring oppor-
tunities for more students. But there are some 
drawbacks and restrictions to the Promise 
program. For one, it only applies to graduating 

high school seniors, meaning older nontraditional students—who 
make up the bulk of enrollment at many community colleges—
won’t benefi t. And while they’re often billed as a way to help 

low-income kids go to school, last-dollar programs like Promise 
tend to help middle- and upper-middle-class students the most, 
since the poorest students already qualify for other federal aid, 
such as Pell Grants.

The full-time enrollment requirement is another hurdle for 
many students. Free tuition certainly makes college more aff ord-
able, but tuition is hardly the only cost a student incurs. There are 
textbooks, fees, transportation costs, living expenses and other 
unforeseen needs. For many lower-income students, the only way 
to pay for all that is to work full time. That can be diffi  cult to do 
while also attending school full time, not to mention the Promise 
program’s mandated volunteer hours.

Those and other strains can cause students to drop out or 

delay graduating for years. Nationally, 29 percent of students in 
two-year community colleges obtain a degree within three years. 
For students in the Knoxville precursor to Tennessee Promise, the 
rate was lower: Only 23 percent of students who graduated from 
high school in 2011 and enrolled in college through the Knoxville 
program had graduated by 2014.

Community colleges tend to have open-door policies, meaning 
they’ll accept any student, whatever his or her academic back-
ground. “You got a 10 on the ACT? Come on in, we’ll take you,” 
says Shanna Jackson, associate vice president for the Williamson 
Campus at Columbia State. But a low score on the college readi-
ness test means that student is bound to struggle with college-
level classes. As Jackson says, “We have to put more resources 
into supporting students not just with academics but with balanc-
ing the real-life aspect of going to school—making sure students 

F R E E  F O R  A L L

Shanna Jackson of the Williamson Campus: “We have to put more 

resources into supporting students not just with academics but with 

balancing the real-life aspect of going to school.” 
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aren’t dropping a class they aren’t doing well in, for instance, since 
they’ll lose their scholarship.” 

To that end, Tennessee Promise provides support to help 
ensure each student is equipped to maintain her scholarship 
status. Every Promise student is assigned a mentor during their 
senior year in high school—a volunteer who helps students 
through the application process. This year, the state also began 
providing some counselors to Promise students on a few college 
campuses, making sure they are keeping up with their volunteer 
hours and maintaining full-time enrollment, along with any other 
hurdles they have to clear.

Despite the challenges, the Promise program has already 
proven extremely popular. The number of students fi lling out the 
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), a prerequisite 
for anyone seeking Promise funds, has skyrocketed. For the past 
two years, Tennessee has led the nation in FAFSA applications, 
with 70 percent of high school seniors fi lling one out. Enrollment 
in community colleges statewide rose about 6 percent in the pro-
gram’s fi rst year. In some pockets, the increase was even more 
dramatic. Within the fi ve-school Columbia State system, which 
now includes the just opened Williamson County campus, full-
time enrollment shot up 23 percent last fall. First-year retention 
numbers are promising, too: Retention from the fall to the spring 
semester was around 80 percent.

(Those enrollment spikes prompt questions about other 
potential challenges down the road. Is the state prepared to invest 
in additional professors and administrative staff ? Will campuses 
need to expand—or will more new campuses need to be built—to 
accommodate an increasing student population? Mike Krause, 

executive director of the Tennessee Higher Educa-
tion Commission, says the uptick in enrollment will 
actually level out what had been sagging rates at the 
state’s community colleges. But overcrowding is defi -
nitely on the state’s radar, he says. “We have provided 
funding pools for campuses specifi cally to address 
Promise student success.”)

The idea of free higher education—and the role 
that community colleges play in the higher ed sys-
tem—may be at a tipping point across the country. 
“We’re watching it happen now,” says Martha Par-
ham, with the American Association of Commu-
nity Colleges. “Since Promise, more free or low-cost 
community college programs have been cropping up 
every week.” Oregon started off ering free community 
college with a last-dollar scholarship this fall. Min-
nesota passed legislation to provide free tuition to 
high-demand technical schools also starting this fall. 
The Kentucky Legislature passed a bill similar to the 
Tennessee Promise this year, although it has been put 
on hold by Gov. Matt Bevin.

Van Allen, the Nashville State Community Col-
lege president, says these diff erent initiatives are the 
beginning of a profound rethinking about the value 
of community college within the pantheon of higher 
education. “It’s not in our middle-class culture to 
send kids to a community college—parents still want 

to send their kids to a four-year university for that full ‘college 
experience,’” he says. “But as long as governors and presidents 
keep talking about the importance of community college, it’s 
going to happen eventually.” 

That’s fi ne by Cassie Trabucco. A freshman at Columbia State’s 
Williamson Campus, Trabucco says she knows exactly what she 
wants for her career. She’s already an experienced choral and 
theater performer—she’s been in 39 shows and musicals so far—
and she wants to further her career with classical training. After 
two years at Columbia State, she plans to transfer to a liberal arts 
school with a strong theater program. But she refuses to borrow 
money to pay for that education. “This isn’t a profession where 
you want to be in a huge amount of debt,” she says.

Trabucco—like a growing number of other students—sees 
community college as a way to “get my general education classes 
out of the way” before focusing on the courses she really wants 
to take. And having Promise funds to cover tuition, she says, “has 
given me peace of mind that I don’t have to go and waste money 
at a conservatory for just my general education classes.”

For Gov. Haslam, the Promise program doesn’t just help stu-
dents like Trabucco. It’s also an investment in the state’s future, 
an attempt to help bridge the gap that has made higher educa-
tion an unattainable goal for many in the state. “You can’t argue 
that income inequality isn’t a big issue, no matter your politics. It 
simply is,” he says. “Some people think we can tax our way out of 
that, or redivide the income pie. I would say that our best hope 
of getting out of this is giving equal opportunity to education.”  G

Email mquinn@governing.com  

Freshman Cassie Trabucco plans to transfer to a liberal arts 

school with a theater program after two years at Williamson.
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Problem Solver
Does Ban-the-Box 
Do Any Good?
Some studies suggest the laws may actually 
hurt minorities.

F
or years, policymakers have tried 
to fi nd the best ways to support 
ex-off enders as they re-enter 
society. One idea that’s gained 

momentum in recent years: “ban-the-
box” laws, which bar employers from ask-
ing applicants about their criminal history 
when they fi rst apply for a job. Backed by a 
broad coalition of interest groups ranging 
from the liberal-leaning National Employ-
ment Law Project (NELP) to the conser-
vative American Legislative Exchange 
Council (ALEC), a fl urry of jurisdic-
tions have enacted these measures. The 
thought is that when questions concern-
ing criminal records are delayed until later 
in the hiring process, ex-off enders have 
a better shot at being hired based on 
their qualifi cations. 

Nearly half of states and more than 100 
localities now have some form of a ban-
the-box law on the books. Most of them 

cover only public employers or govern-
ment contractors. But nine states have 
taken it a step further, barring private 
employers from asking about criminal 
records on applications.

Until this year, there was little research 
into the eff ect these laws actually had. But 
a pair of recent studies suggests they carry 
an alarming unintended consequence: 
Young African-American men without 
criminal histories, an already disadvan-
taged demographic, may fi nd it even 
harder to receive job callbacks. 

In one study, University of Michigan 
researchers submitted 15,000 fi ctitious 
job applications before and after ban-
the-box policies went into eff ect in New 
Jersey and New York City. Using distinc-
tive applicant names to imply race, they 
measured whether employers either 
requested an interview or asked appli-
cants to call them back. 

Employers contacted all black appli-
cants at a rate of 11 percent follow-
ing enactment of the policy. That’s an 
improvement for blacks with convictions, 
but a decline for those with clean records, 
who had previously received callbacks at 
a rate of 12.7 percent. The study was lim-
ited to applicants ages 21-22 during a few 
months immediately after ban-the-box 
became eff ective.

If there’s good news, it’s that the study 
found strong compliance with the laws, 
essentially eliminating the initial hurdle 
ex-felons face. “Weighing that advantage 
versus the increase in racial discrimi-
nation that we fi nd is a diffi  cult policy 
dilemma,” says report author Sonja Starr.

Another study, published by the 
National Bureau of Economic Research 
in July, suggests that young black men 
without college degrees were on aver-
age 3.4 percentage points less likely to be 
employed under ban-the-box, and young 
Hispanics were 2.3 percentage points less 
likely to be working. For those without a 
high school diploma or GED, the discrep-
ancies were even greater. 

The study, which controlled for 
region-specifi c employment shocks and 
individual characteristics, also found 
larger unintended eff ects when unem-
ployment was high. The negative eff ects 
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Young black men are less likely to be 
employed under ban-the-box laws.
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By Mike Maciag

| BEHIND THE NUMBERS

further worsen over time: Five or more 
years after enactment of ban-the-box, 
the likelihood of employment for young 
black men without college degrees had 
declined an average of 7.7 percentage 
points. By contrast, the eff ect on young 
Hispanics diminished over time. Jennifer 
Doleac of the University of Virginia, who 
co-authored the study, suspects this is 
because Hispanics work around the law 
by relying more on networks of friends 
and relatives to fi nd jobs.

The two studies reached similar con-
clusions despite using diff erent method-
ologies and outcome measures. But ban-
the-box supporters dispute the fi ndings, 
contending that the laws are eff ective. 

Both NELP and ALEC question an 
assumption in Doleac’s study that con-
sidered individuals to be aff ected by the 
policy if their state or any jurisdiction 
within their metro area had any type of 
ban-the-box law. This meant that pri-
vate-sector employees were counted as 
aff ected even if the law applied only to the 
public sector. In the District of Colum-
bia, where a ban-the-box law covers all 
local government and private employers, 
a recent audit reported that a majority 
of private employers surveyed said they 
had not been adequately informed of the 
law. “Both ban-the-box studies should 

be scrutinized more closely before their 
fi ndings are considered indisputable,” 
says Ronnie Lampard, who heads a crim-
inal justice reform task force for ALEC, 
which supports public-sector ban-the-
box policies.

Ban-the-box supporters also point to 
positive benefi ts for other demographic 
groups. In Doleac’s study, older black 
men without college degrees and col-
lege-educated black women were more 
likely to be employed under ban-the-box, 
regardless of whether they had criminal 
records. “Overall, the net benefi ts seem to 
outweigh the negative impacts these stud-
ies are purporting to document,” says Beth 
Avery, a NELP attorney. “We’re not ready 
to give up on these policies that are really 
making a diff erence in the lives of those 
with criminal records.” 

What’s not subject to debate is that 
the laws clearly help many off enders 
overcome steep barriers to employment. 
A review of ban-the-box policies in Dur-
ham, N.C., found that the share of city 
government hires with criminal records 
increased sevenfold after the laws took 
eff ect from 2011 to 2014. A recent D.C. 
audit report on ban-the-box similarly 
found year-over-year increases in hiring 
of applicants with criminal backgrounds 
for most agencies reviewed. 

One early adopter, Seattle, is tracking 
violations of its ban-the-box law, but hasn’t 
yet studied its eff ects since its implemen-
tation in November 2013. “We haven’t 
come up with any policy changes based 
on what emerged from the studies, but we 
are taking a close look at them to see if we 
need to adjust any policies or protocols,” 
says Elliott Bronstein, spokesman for the 
city’s Offi  ce of Labor Standards.

Authors of the two new studies say 
they’ve yet to hear of any states or locali-
ties considering overhauling their laws as 
a result of their fi ndings. “It’s more likely 
that this kind of research will be taken 
into account in jurisdictions that haven’t 
done this yet or gone the full distance,” 
Starr says. Doleac, however, has called on 
jurisdictions to repeal their laws and seek 
better alternatives, such as ensuring that 
employers consider the full context of an 
applicant’s conviction. 

It’s already illegal for employers to 
reject applicants on the basis of race or 
issue blanket hiring bans on ex-off enders. 
But pushing some employers to change 
longstanding behaviors is easier said 
than done. “These studies just highlight 
existing racial bias,” NELP’s Avery says, 
“and that is the real problem.”  G

 Email  mmaciag@governing.com

How ban-the-box 
affected callback rates 
for job applicants.
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W
here do tax dollars really go? It’s the fundamental 
question asked by citizens and other constitu-
ents who want proof that state and local govern-
ments are using revenues wisely. It’s also asked 

by government executives and elected off icials who want data to 
verify that budgets are spent appropriately and eff ectively.

The importance of answering this ageless question with accuracy 
and detail is even greater today given stakeholder expectations for 
easy access to online information. Yet legacy enterprise resource plan-
ning (ERP) systems and data silos make it diff icult for governments to 
deliver financial data in new forms such as digital budget books, web 
portals, dashboards and visualizations. The retirement of knowledge-
able employees is another factor that makes it hard for public sector 
organizations to create new types of reports using traditional tools.

To overcome these limitations, governments need new financial 
reporting capabilities, including:

 » Data-driven content, delivered through easy-to-use online 
tools, that presents easy-to-understand insights for deci-
sion-makers and the public.

 » Online, single-source access to comprehensive data for reve-
nues, budgets, payrolls and expense transactions, regardless of 
where the data is stored and which department owns it.

 » Easier information access to support deeper analysis with 
analytics tools and for tasks such as audit preparation.

Fulfilling these needs may seem diff icult given the growing 
amount of data governments stockpile, as well as the hurdles 
presented by various policies, jurisdictional boundaries and dif-
ferences in organizational culture. Yet some governments already 
are taking advantage of new technologies to move toward greater 
transparency and data sharing in public finance.

L.A. Gains a Comprehensive View of City Spending 
In the city of Los Angeles, the ControlPanel LA website off ers 

comprehensive data about city spending. Links guide users to key 
revenue and spending categories, including a virtual checkbook that 
shows details of every check the city government issues. Site users 
can view existing charts, tables and visualizations or search and filter 

              Making Financial Data 

Accessible 
to Everyone

How cloud soft ware helps 
government improve data clarity, 
insight and transparency 

Socrata is the market leader in cloud-based data democratization solutions that help governments achieve 
meaningful social and economic impact by making data discoverable, usable, and actionable. Socrata 
solutions dramatically impact all government programs aimed at improving quality of life for citizens, 
economic growth, and optimizing government operations. To learn more, visit: www.socrata.com/finance
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for information within a specific dataset. Users can also create their 
own charts from data of interest or download a raw data file.

“In the past, a controller’s website wouldn’t be seen as some-
thing the community would rush to visit,” says Los Angeles City 
Controller Ron Galperin.1 “But the ControlPanel LA site has received 
more than 7 million page views, indicating a lot of people are inter-
ested in seeing and using that data.”  

Sometimes it isn’t a question of whether government money 
is spent appropriately, but whether certain funds are spent at all. 
Information available on ControlPanel LA provides an easy way for 
departments, nonprofits, businesses and citizens to identify money 
available for special projects or designated purposes. Another 
feature, the ability to overlay data onto maps, provides insights into 
where service needs exist across the city.

Galperin says making this in-depth financial data available 
online increases citizen engagement. “There are citizens who feel 
very detached from their government because they believe things 
are being hidden from view, but data has the power to change that 
relationship,” he says. “Detailed financial data and information 
about available funds has the power to increase even the number 
of people who vote and become active in the community.”

The Enabling Technology: 
Data Management as a Service

For open government initiatives, managing data has always been 
the biggest need and oft en the biggest headache. Data management 
encompasses several challenges for government, including:

 » Acquiring data from multiple systems that have diverse proto-
cols, access methods and security requirements

 » Filtering, merging and preparing data to make it suitable for 
use by applications and viewing by non-technical users

 » Establishing automated processes to retrieve and display 
up-to-date data, such as for real-time dashboards

Faced with these challenges, developing a custom soft ware plat-
form for data management would be a long, diff icult and expensive ef-
fort for most governments. As an alternative, agencies can consider a 
cloud-based technology that delivers data management as a service.

When designed specifically for presenting public finance data, a 
cloud service can help governments deliver new depth and trans-
parency around information that’s vital to citizens and policymak-
ers. These services can equip agencies to:

» Clearly show revenues and expenditures 
» Answer common questions about budget, payroll and 

general spending 
» Display financial information in a clear and 

understandable form
» Provide access to underlying data for deeper analysis 
» Give government leaders insight into current revenue, fund 

balances and expenditures

Additionally, the cloud service model off ers significant advan-
tages for the public sector compared to traditional onsite solutions. 
Some of the biggest benefits include:

Flexibility and scalability. A cloud platform can grow and adapt 
incrementally to reflect the organization’s changing budget and data 
needs. These increments are typically much smaller and easier to 
implement than those for an on-premises system, where new server, 
storage and soft ware license resources may be required.

Legacy compatibility. A cloud platform operates in parallel 
with legacy systems, extracting data into a separate database for 
online access. This design means the legacy system and its estab-
lished reports can remain in place, continuing to deliver value.

No technology lag. Due to funding challenges, public sector 
systems oft en lag behind current technologies. In contrast, a cloud 
vendor has the infrastructure and business incentive to keep up 
with the latest core technologies, soft ware features and user tools.

The cloud market has many vendors that off er a variety of ser-
vices for data management. Yet governments seeking a new solu-
tion for financial reporting will be best served by a cloud vendor 
with public finance experience. Experienced vendors will be able 
to deliver a tailored data management solution that incorporates 
expertise in public finance requirements, practices and operations. 

Show Me the Money Trail
Citizen confidence in their government improves when they 

can follow the money trail of revenues and expenditures. Finance 
departments can show that trail through clear and comprehensive 
data that is easy for constituents to access online. Elected off icials 
and government leaders benefit as well, with data to improve oper-
ations, identify and eliminate fraud and waste, and foster collabo-
ration and innovation across all government activity.

“It completely changes the game for how everyone interacts 
with government,” says LA’s Galperin, “when all important data is 
readily available online.”

“In the past, a controller’s website 
wouldn’t be seen as something 
the community would rush to 
visit. But the ControlPanel LA site 
has received more than 7 million 
page views, indicating a lot of 
people are interested in seeing 
and using that data.”

—Ron Galperin, 
Los Angeles City Controller

Resources
ControlPanel LA: https://controllerdata.lacity.org/ 

Endnote
1. All quotes and information from a phone interview with Ron Galperin conducted on August 30, 2016.
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it driven by a failure by the private corpo-
ration to provide adequate staffi  ng to deal 
directly with inmate gang activity and 
other inmate practices, had resulted in a 
series of high-profi le lawsuits and media 
attention. The prison became known as 
the “Gladiator School” for the fi ghting 
that took place inside.

When state leaders decided in 2014  
to insource prison management, sev-
eral positive benefi ts emerged. In recent 
years it had been diffi  cult for the state to 
shift inmates from that facility to oth-
ers. “When the 2,000-bed facility was 
privatized,” says Tewalt, “it couldn’t say, 
‘This guy is a bad actor, let’s get him out 
of this facility and try another one.’ [It] 
had to manage him in that environment.” 
Now that it’s one system, the state has 

By Katherine Barrett and Richard Greene

Problem Solver | SMART MANAGEMENT

sector can deliver services more eff ectively 
and effi  ciently than can government. But 
insourcing has some advantages too.

According to Warner’s analysis of 
ICMA data, the two main reasons govern-
ments reverse their privatized services are 
inferior service quality and a lack of antici-
pated cost savings. Additionally, improve-
ments in the capacity of local governments 
to work with greater effi  ciency can make 
them the more appealing alternative. 

In 2014 ,  for instance, Idaho reversed 
a prison privatization decision when it 
became frustrated over less-than-accept-
able service delivery. Back in the late 
1990s, the state built the Idaho  Correc-
tional Center, a 2,000-bed mixed security 
facility  just south of Boise, and then out-
sourced the operations. “The attitude was 
that the private sector could do it more 
effi  ciently,” says Josh Tewalt, the Idaho 
Department of Correction’s  budget and 
policy administrator.

But by 2013 , inmate violence, much of 

Keeping It In-House
When privatized services don’t work out, states are reversing course. 

P
rivatization is one of the hottest 
topics in state and local govern-
ment. Google the word and you 
come up with around 12 mil-

lion entries. But for all the articles and 
academic reports on the best approaches 
to outsourcing government services, 
there’s also a surprising amount of activ-
ity around insourcing. 

These days, roughly the same per-
centage of services that are newly being 
contracted out are being brought back 
into the government fold, according to 
Mildred Warner, a professor of city and 
regional planning at Cornell University. 
Her examination of data accumulated by 
the International City/County Manage-
ment Association (ICMA) for the period 
from 2007 to 2012 showed that new out-
sourcing accounted for 11.1 percent of all 
services and new insourcing accounted 
for 10.4 percent of all services. 

Minneapolis, for example, has been 
involved in moving its IT technical sup-
port—specifi cally help desks and desk-
top support—in-house, and away from 
private-sector fi rms. Why? A misalliance 
of goals was part of the problem. The ven-
dors wanted “to get a call off  their docket 
as quickly as possible. So a lot of shortcuts 
were taken,” says Otto Doll, chief informa-
tion offi  cer for Minneapolis. “There was a 
lot of patching of things, rather than look-
ing at systemic issues.”

Not only has quality improved with 
the shift, there have been signifi cant dol-
lar savings. Of Minneapolis’ IT outsourc-
ing contracts, the single most profi table 
portion for the contractor had emanated 
from help desks and desktop support. 
With those functions now in-house, Doll 
estimates that the city will realize nearly 
$3 million annually.

Of course, the potential benefi ts of out-
sourcing are pretty widely known. A fun-
damental one is the notion that the private A
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Idaho reversed a prison-privatiza-

tion decision when offi cials became 

frustrated over less-than-accept-

able service delivery.
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the fl exibility to move inmates from one 
facility to another in order to best match 
an inmate’s needs with his surroundings.

Tewalt stresses that he’s not indicting 
privatized prison services as a rule. The 
corrections department has a number of 
other contracts with private contractors 
for such services as health, food, food ser-
vice and similar functions.

One signifi cant function of state gov-
ernments that has seen a signifi cant turn 
to insourcing is in the investment of funds 
in pension plans. The majority are still 
managed externally, but as Keith Brainard, 
research director of the National Associa-
tion of State Retirement Administrators, 
explains, “larger funds are more likely to 
manage internally since they can generate 
the economies of scale that makes the cost 
of money management relatively small.”

The key equation here is that states 
and localities typically have to pay invest-
ment fees between .25 and 1.5 percent to 
external managers. At a time when many 
money managers have not been outper-
forming the market as a whole, there’s 
less appetite for spending on a service 
with minimal additional return.  

The Municipal Employees’ Retirement 
System of Michigan, for example, has 
made the switch and is saving $3.2 million 
a year on fees, according to Jeb Burns, chief 
investment  offi  cer there. In 2000, only 1.5 
percent of funds were managed internally. 
Today it’s 24 percent and growing.

Not all services lend themselves to a 
smooth transition from outsourcing to 
insourcing. With prisons, for instance, a 
corrections department may have out-
sourced a prison or two, but the state is 
still in the business of running and man-
aging correctional facilities. With other 
functions, however, the major obstacle to 
insourcing is that the government no lon-
ger has the personnel or physical infra-
structure to provide the service again. 
“If you sold your assets and fi red your 
workers, you’ve lost most of your internal 
capacity,” says ICMA’s Warner. Insourcing 
may be nearly impossible without restart-
ing an entire line of business.  G

Email greenebarrett@gmail.com
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The Power of a P3
D.C.’s transit system illustrates the best argument for the tool.

As I listened to S&P Global’s Anne Selting at a Governing event earlier this year 
describe how public-private partnerships work, I had a sort of epiphany. “If Metro 
in Washington, D.C., were a P3,” I asked her, “would it still be falling apart right now?” 
She replied that, while S&P’s role is not to opine on public policy, her answer would 
be a qualifi ed no. Under a P3 structure, she explained, the concession grantor, typi-
cally a government, is contractually committed to a funding regime that provides for 
adequate maintenance.

Maintenance—the lack of it, that is—is at the heart of the crisis facing the Wash-
ington region’s transit system. In the past year it has had several serious mainte-
nance-related smoke and fi re incidents, including one that resulted in a passen-
ger’s death. Train delays and equipment failures, such as escalators and elevators 
not working, are an everyday reality for riders. With the subway system facing an 

$18 billion capital defi cit 
over the next 10 years, fi x-
ing these problems will be 
extraordinarily diffi  cult.

Metro is not alone, of 
course. The maintenance 
backlog for the Boston 
region’s transit system, 
for example, is reported to 
be at least $7 billion. The 
Federal Transit Adminis-
tration’s most recent esti-
mate of the nationwide 
transit repair backlog is 
$85.9 billion.

The ramifi cations go 
far beyond transit, encompassing our entire nationwide infrastructure mess. As the 
Beeck Center at Georgetown University put it in a recent report, “There is a strong 
public-sector bias to invest in new capital projects rather than eff ectively maintain-
ing and extending the life of public infrastructure assets meant to last 30-50 years.” 
In other words, these problems are not simply the result of some politicians or some 
governments behaving irresponsibly. They are built into the system.

This is the crux of one the most important arguments for P3s for major infra-
structure. It forces policymakers to confront the true life-cycle cost of a project up 
front. The accepted rule of thumb for capital projects is that for every $1 of design 
costs, $10 will be spent for construction and $100 for maintenance over the life of the 
asset. But since most public discussion focuses only on the money for construction, 
the public is horribly misled about real long-term costs.

As I learned in my epiphany, the power of a P3 isn’t that it’s a source of money. The 
revenue that will support a project will always be public money, whether the capital 
is raised through private equity or through traditional municipal bond fi nancing. 
The strongest argument for a P3 is that it forces a more honest appraisal of life-cycle 
costs, better aligning the incentives of the public and private partners. When we get 
that right, we are less likely to have Twitter feeds like @dcmetrosucks, which as of 
a few weeks ago had clocked more than 23,000 tweets.  G

 Email mfunkhouser@governing.com 

By Mark Funkhouser

61October 2016  |  GOVERNING

The Metro system in Washington, D.C.
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By Tod Newcombe

Robocops (and Roboinspectors)
Artifi cial intelligence is the next big thing in government technology. 

Problem Solver | TECH TALK

have plenty of applications in government: 
Trained call center representatives in 
social services are in short supply and 
are costly to train, says Steve Nichols, 
Georgia’s chief technology offi  cer. He 
foresees the state Department of Human 
Services using chatbots to help answer 
some of the routine questions currently 
handled by human operators. 

Criminal justice and public safety is 
another area that could benefi t from A.I. 
Following the Boston Marathon bomb-
ing in 2013, image recognition software 
combed through hundreds of thousands 
of images and videos taken at the detona-
tion site to fi nd clues. The White House 
Offi  ce of Science and Technology Policy 
has held a series of workshops this year 
to explore how A.I. could further be used 
in law enforcement. The possibilities 
thrown out included having A.I. develop 
better questions during parole screenings 
and analyze police body camera video.

Castro thinks A.I. that is embedded 
in robotics, such as self-driving vehicles, 
could be a big opportunity for government 

T
he Las Vegas health department 
typically selects at random the 
restaurants it will inspect. But 
earlier this year, it tried some-

thing new. The agency used a software 
program to analyze tens of thousands of 
tweets in order to identify possible food 
poisonings. The program then connected 
those tweets to specifi c restaurants and 
dispatched inspectors to check for any 
health violations. 

The Las Vegas experiment resulted in 
citations in 15 percent of inspections com-
pared to just 9 percent when inspections 
were random. The new approach, which 
saved the agency time and money, was 
essentially a form of artifi cial intelligence, 
or cognitive computing. Unlike big data 
and analytics, which work off  structured 
data that takes time to collect and analyze, 
this program was able to quickly calcu-
late possible health problems by reading 
unstructured data—words and phrases. 
That’s an exciting advance in computing 
capability, and it’s something that experts 
and state and local CIOs  alike see as the 
next big thing in government technology.

Artifi cial intelligence has received a 
ton of publicity already. There’s IBM’s 
Watson, which famously beat two all-
time “Jeopardy!” champions, and then 
there’s—to a lesser extent—Siri or Cor-
tana on our smartphones. These com-
puters almost seamlessly answer any 
question posed to them. “A.I. is about 
making better, more informed decisions, 
and automating those decisions,” says 
Daniel Castro, director of the Center of 
Data Innovation. When it’s used in the 
right way, he says, A.I. has the potential 
to make government substantially more 
effi  cient and citizen-friendly.

The private sector is already 
experimenting with a form of A.I. known 
as “chatbots” to automate and improve 
customer service. That technology could 

as well. For example, the city of Colum-
bus, which just won the U.S. Department 
of Transportation’s $50 million Smart City 
Challenge, plans to use autonomous vehi-
cles to provide transportation between a 
neighborhood where unemployment is 
three times the city average to a nearby 
jobs center.

Of course, there’s still a long way to go 
and a lot to work out before A.I. becomes 
more commonplace in government. For 
one thing, there’s a lack of skilled ana-
lysts who know how to work with A.I. 
For another, there’s the fear that artifi cial 
intelligence will strip away jobs, which 
has made some hesitant to experiment 
with it. But as Castro notes, people ini-
tially feared bank ATMs too. Eventually, 
though, they stopped caring “if they didn’t 
talk to a bank teller.” So why not have a 
chatbot answer routine customer ques-
tions and save the complex queries for 
humans? “Most people,” Castro says, “will 
appreciate the better value.”   G
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Watson has the potential to make 

government more effi cient and 
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Ron San Angelo knows a thing or two about the struggles of 

municipal leaders, having served the public for almost 25 years, most 

recently as the town manager of Southbridge, Mass. “There are a lot 

of diffi  cult situations in local government,” he says. “You’re making 

hard choices, including raising taxes and cutting spending.”

Recently, San Angelo came across an opportunity to not only 

save his municipality money, but also provide signifi cant benefi ts to 

Southbridge citizens and government employees. That opportunity 

was a partnership with National Grid, the town’s electric and gas 

provider, to implement energy effi  ciency upgrades to 11 Southbridge 

government buildings.

Upgrades like LED lighting, energy management systems and 

variable speed drives (controllers that drive an electric motor by vary-

ing the frequency and voltage supplied to it) can help local govern-

ments reach established energy savings goals while also dramatically 

cutting costs. These cost savings are important because they can be 

used to supplement the operating budgets of vital citizen services 

such as local schools, health centers or public safety departments 

that may be running lean. 

But the benefi ts of energy effi  ciency initiatives go beyond cost 

savings. For example, improvements such as LED lighting tend to 

boost employee morale and productivity and even improve communi-

ty safety by better illuminating offi  ce spaces, parking lots and more.  

“As a town manager, this is a huge layup in terms of bringing it 

before the town council, because I’m seen as a hero from almost the 

beginning of the process,” says San Angelo.

THE FAST-TRACK TO ENERGY UPGRADES: HOW IT WORKS
Southbridge, with its collection of old municipal buildings, is like 

many other small towns in America. While updating those buildings 

was not previously a high priority, the potential benefi ts of the energy 

effi  ciency upgrades and the simple process proposed by National 

Grid were too hard to pass up. 

National Grid starts by conducting an audit in one or more 

facilities. Based on the audit fi ndings, the utility creates an energy-

savings proposal customized to the building’s needs. The proposal 

details costs and savings that would result from the upgrades. 

Lighting projects, including energy-effi  cient bulbs and sensors 

that turn lights off  when rooms are unoccupied, are the most common 

upgrades. Others include heating, ventilation and air conditioning; 

energy management systems and variable frequency drives.

One of the biggest advantages to a partnership with National 

Grid is the fi nancial incentive the utility provides to municipalities to 

off set the cost of the evaluation, installation and equipment. This is 

important because, despite the benefi ts of better energy effi  ciency, 

many local leaders say they don’t have the resources or support 

needed to implement energy effi  ciency initiatives. According to a 

United States Conference of Mayors survey, 67 percent of respon-

dents pointed to a lack of funding at the local level to implement 

energy saving initiatives, while over one-third cited limited or no 

available federal funding.1 

Due to its commitment to strong partnerships in helping 

municipalities improve energy effi  ciency, National Grid has been 

Cities Find Hidden Benefi ts in 
Energy Effi  ciency Projects
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recognized for its work. In 2013, the American Council for an Energy-

Effi  cient Economy (ACEEE) released its National Review of Energy 

Effi  ciency Programs, selecting three of National Grid’s programs as 

models for emulation by other governments and organizations.

THE UNEXPECTED BENEFITS OF ENERGY EFFICIENCY
This isn’t San Angelo’s fi rst experience with energy effi  ciency 

upgrades – he also worked on an energy savings program in Hanson, 

Mass., as the town administrator. There he saw unexpected – but 

welcome – benefi ts.  

“Municipal employees are used to old, outdated buildings,” he says. 

“It’s just the nature of local government. They have become accus-

tomed to poor lighting with a dark atmosphere. (This lighting) has a very 

positive impact on morale. It changes the attitude of the people. That’s 

an immediate change.”

Eric Walker, director of energy development for Erie County, N.Y., 

saw similar results after the county began its energy effi  ciency upgrades 

with National Grid. The upgrades included replacing 15,200 bulbs with 

LED lighting in a 16-story building that is home to the county’s executive 

offi  ces, Department of Motor Vehicles and Department of Public Works, 

among others. 

“We have noticed there is an instant sort of boost when you go 

from old fl uorescents to LEDs,” says Walker. “There’s a general sense of 

openness once the lighting changes.”

Research supports their observations. A study in the International 

Journal of Industrial Ergonomics found that even a simple upgrade to 

LED lighting can improve work performance by 8.3 percent and boost 

employees’ moods by 33 percent.2 

Better performance isn’t the only perk. According to an Internation-

al Energy Agency report, building energy upgrades can bring health 

benefi ts as well, including reducing symptoms of respiratory conditions 

and allergies as well as preventing workplace accidents – all which help 

lower medical costs. These types of benefi ts of energy effi  ciency up-

grades can be three times the size of the energy savings themselves.3 

The Bigger Picture
For Walker, the primary benefi t of enhanced energy effi  ciency is 

reducing the county’s carbon footprint, which he sees as a stepping 

stone to building a more sustainable government. As part of its 

economic development plan, the county created the inter-departmental 

Green Team funded through the New York State Energy Research 

and Development Authority to identify projects that will decrease 

greenhouse gas emissions, prevent pollution, reduce waste and 

save money throughout the county’s daily operations.

Walker says projects like retrofi tted lighting help drive greater be-

havior changes within personnel that bleeds into broad eff orts around 

effi  ciency and sustainability. “I’m really excited about the synergy 

between these kinds of facilities improvements and the Green Team,” 

he says. “I’m hopeful that we can drive behavior change around energy 

conservation holistically and even impact individual’s actions. We call it 

being caught ‘green-handed.’”

Erie County’s eff orts are part of a shifting landscape in the way 

that counties and municipalities work with utilities and think of the 

utility industry. “It’s about how we generate and distribute electricity 

so it’s cleaner, more effi  cient and more reliable,” says Walker.  

“We see ourselves in Erie County beginning to play a role in 

localizing the benefi ts of these kinds of statewide initiatives around 

making our power system more reliable while also addressing the 

realities of climate change,” Walker continues. “So how do we do 

that? How do we see our future through the lens of sustainability? 

We see our work and our facilities as a way to connect to National 

Grid’s Connect21 vision (which advocates connecting America’s 

energy network to the 21st century) and this larger statewide vision 

toward a cleaner, more resilient power infrastructure.”

CONCLUSION
While Southbridge and Erie County focused primarily on 

lighting, there are large savings to be had across a range of 

municipal buildings. Lighting upgrades can be a good fi rst step 

toward more complex projects, including implementing energy 

management systems and variable speed drives as well as 

updating HVAC systems – all of which include fi nancial incentives 

and rebates from National Grid.

“We can think of our energy effi  ciency work as a roadmap to larger 

projects like peak demand limiting or curtailment demand response, 

which mitigate the cost of improved infrastructure for utility but also 

make sure that we are saving energy and reducing costs for our local 

taxpayers as well,” says Walker. 

Ultimately, as local governments grapple with tough decisions, 

sometimes it can be good to have something to feel good about – and, 

as San Angelo says, “feel like a hero.” “In all my years in government, 

this is one of the best win-win situations I have ever encountered.”

This piece was developed and written by the Governing Institute 

custom media division, with information and input from National Grid.

ENDNOTES
1 http://usmayors.org/2016energysurvey/16.14.USCM.Energy.Survey.MEC.pdf

2 http://www.2030districts.org/sites/default/fi les/atoms/fi les/6_3_EEBHub_

Long_Annual_report_CMU.pdf

3 https://thinkprogress.org/18-trillion-windfall-health-and-productivity-benefi ts-

of-effi  ciency-top-energy-savings-5011c78c0845#.bk6kyul0k

©2016 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

National Grid is an electricity and natural gas delivery company 

that connects nearly 7 million customers to vital energy sources 

through its networks in New York, Massachusetts and Rhode Island. 

It is the largest distributor of natural gas in the Northeast. 

To learn more, visit www.ngrid.com/save
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“In all my years in government, this is 
one of the best win-win situations I have 
ever encountered.”
– Ron San Angelo, Town Manager, Southbridge, Mass.
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By Justin Marlowe

L
ast year, I wrote about an emerg-
ing theory among investors 
known as the “new neutral.” The 
theory holds that for the next 

several years we’ll see an unprecedented 
combination of slow economic growth, 
low interest rates and paltry returns on 
investments. So far, the new neutral has 
been spot on. 

To see this theory in action, look no 
further than state and local pensions. 
Investment returns have lagged, and as a 
result, so too have pension fund balances. 

Pension critics have renewed their calls 
for reform, saying that pensions are an 
existential threat to many local govern-
ments’ fi nancial health. This is true, but 
it’s also incomplete. 

Consider this example. At the end of 
fi scal year 2015, Dallas had an unfunded 
pension obligation of $1,371 per capita. 
Denver’s was barely half that at $709 per 
capita. From that number alone we might 
conclude that Denver is in much better 
fi nancial shape.

But now let’s add a few crucial lay-
ers of complexity. First count up each 
city’s “overlapping” pension obligations. 
Overlapping means two or more jurisdic-
tions share some portion of their respec-
tive property tax bases. We can think of 
a region’s property tax base like money 
in a shared savings account: When one 
jurisdiction takes money out, there’s less 
for everyone else. 

Dallas shares parts of its property tax 
base with 20 other governments, includ-
ing counties, schools, hospitals and com-
munity colleges. These other entities’ 
unfunded pension obligations add up to 
$1,362 per capita. Denver shares its tax 
base with just one other entity—the Den-
ver School District—but that district’s 
pension obligation is a comparatively 
high $4,876 per capita. So Dallas’ total 
direct and overlapping pension obligation 
is $2,733 per capita; Denver’s is $5,585. 
Maybe Dallas is in better shape after all? 

These per capita fi gures are basically 
the norm for large cities. While Chicago’s 
overlapping pensions alone were almost 
$20,000 per capita at the end of fi scal 
2015, the median for the 25 largest cities 
(based on 2014 data) was about $3,550, 
according to Morningstar, a credit 
research company.

OK, so now that we’ve counted up all 
the overlapping pension obligations, let’s 
add in long-term debt that’s supported 
by a shared property tax base. Dallas has 
a modest $1,700 per capita of tax-sup-
ported debt. At the same time, most of 
its 20 neighbors can also borrow against 
that shared tax base. That brings its total 
direct and overlapping debt up to $5,520 
per capita. Add in its pension liabilities 
and Dallas’ total obligations are $8,235 
per capita. Denver has just over $1,500 
per capita of its own property tax-backed 
debt, and its neighboring school district 

has around $1,200. Add that to its pen-
sions, and Denver’s total obligations are 
$8,285 per capita. 

Which city is in better fi nancial 
shape? It depends. And that’s the point. 

It’s important to think about how cit-
ies will cover their unfunded pension 
liabilities. But when we talk about how 
pensions aff ect fi nancial health, the far 
more important question is how does a 
region decide to manage its tax base and 
the overlaps that inevitably exist? 

Here Dallas and Denver are instruc-
tive. Both cities grew tremendously over 
the past few decades. Dallas has dealt 
with that growth mostly by allowing 
new special local districts to crop up and 
expand as necessary. Now it must fi nd a 
way to coordinate tax policy decisions 
across all those governments. To do so, it 
will have to fi nd a way to deal with one of 
the laws of local political physics: Voters 
live in districts, not regions. 

By contrast, Denver is a compre-
hensive, consolidated city/county gov-
ernment. It can manage liabilities in a 
coordinated way. As a result, all of those 
liabilities appear on its balance sheet, and 
that can make investors and elected offi  -
cials a bit queasy.

There are lots of regional coordination 
mechanisms, usually in specifi c policy 
or infrastructure areas like transit, air-
ports and homeland security. States like 
California and Texas even have agencies 
within state government that track and 
occasionally coordinate when and how 
local governments issue debt. If we want 
to understand what pensions mean for 
our fi nancial future, we have to account 
for how well those mechanisms work. 
To address pensions and other long-term 
liabilities, we need to strengthen those 
mechanisms.  G

Email jmarlowe@washington.edu 

Look to the Overlap
It’s another way to measure the danger of pension liabilities to a city’s fi scal health.

Problem Solver | PUBLIC MONEY

It’s important to think about how cities 

cover unfunded pension liabilities. But it’s far 

more important to ask how a region manages 

its tax base and the overlaps that exist.”

 “
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Last Look
One of the oldest tourist 
destinations in the U.S. offi  cially 
became the nation’s newest state 
park last month. The Natural 
Bridge, a 215-foot-tall limestone 
arch, had been privately owned 
since at least 1774, when Thomas 
Jeff erson paid King George III 
of England 20 shillings for the 
natural wonder. In 2014, the 
nonprofi t Virginia Conservation 
Legacy Fund acquired it in order 
to preserve the bridge and donate 
it to the state. Flanked by the Blue 
Ridge Mountains, the Natural 
Bridge is located in the southern 
part of Virginia. The state, which 
is currently managing the park in 
partnership with the fund, will hire 
a park manager and a chief ranger 
to oversee its 1,500 acres. It will be 
Virginia’s 37th state park. 
—Elizabeth Daigneau 
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Tennessee Leadership Forum
Nashville / October 

Pennsylvania Leadership Forum
Harrisburg / October 

Massachusetts Leadership Forum
Boston / November

Virginia Leadership Forum
Richmond / December

California Leadership Forum
Sacramento / December

Leadership
F O R U M  E V E N T S

2016

Register or Sponsor: governing.com/events 
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             America’s Leaders
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VARIDESK® sits on top of your existing desk 

and lets you switch easily between sitting 

and standing whenever you like – and it only 

takes 3 seconds! It ships fully assembled and 

sets  up in minutes with no tools required. 

Models start at  just $175.  Order online or 

call 877-955-1070.

WORK
SITTING
STANDING

or

Pricing and product availability are subjected to change.Taxes will be
added for delivery into California, Texas, and Nevada. 
For patent and trademark information, visit VARIDESK.com/patents
©2016 VARIDESK®. All Rights Reserved.
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A Research Report from the 
Governing Institute and 
Center for Digital Government
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A supplement to Government Technology/Governing

What’s Happening. 
Who’s Doing It. 
Why You Care.
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INFLUENCE BUILD CONNECT

National Association of State 
Child Care Administrators
Focusing on the State, 
Affordable, High-quality Care 
of Children

National Staff Development and 
Training Association 
Sharing Ideas and Resources on 
Organizational Development, 
Staff Development and Training

American Association of Health 
and Human Services Attorneys
Attorneys Sharing Knowledge
and Promoting Innovation

American Association of SNAP 
Directors
Strengthening Long Term Family 
Health and Well-Being

National Association of Public 
Child Welfare Administrators
Developing Public Child Welfare 
Agencies to Improve 
Performance and Consumer 
Outcomes

Association of Administrators of
the Interstate Compact on the 

Placement of Children
Establishing Uniform Legal and 

Administrative Procedures 
Governing the Interstate 

Placement of Children

IT Solutions Management
for Human Services

Sharing Innovative Solutions, 
Connecting IT Professionals, 

Collaborating with Private 
Sector Partners

National Association for Program 
Information and Performance 

Measurement
Enhancing the Integrity and

Outcomes of Human Service 
Programs

National Association of State 
TANF Administrators

Providing Expert Support 
and Consultation on TANF and 

Human Service Program Issues

www.APHSA.org @APHSA1

Creating Strategic Directions in the 
Transformation of Health and Human Services
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In t roduct ion

4

INTO THE GREAT

UNKNOW

MULTIPLE FORCES ARE PUSHING HHS 
PROGRAMS TOWARD AN INTEGRATED 
AND DATA-DRIVEN FUTURE, THE ULTIMATE 
FORM WHICH REMAINS TO BE SEEN.

THE WAY OUR NATION 
DESIGNS AND RUNS HEALTH 
AND HUMAN SERVICES (HHS) 
PROGRAMS is in the midst of 
unprecedented change. Spiraling 
demands, evolving policies and 
new technologies are pushing the 
HHS fi eld into uncharted waters. 

For agencies in this space, the 
future looks like this: There will 
be growing pressure to inter-
connect separate benefi ts programs 
into something that works better 
and more cohesively for citizens. 
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Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t

5

WN

still more uncertainty into the mix. 
Experts say growing integration of 
HHS programs and greater use of data-
driven decision-making are here to stay, 
regardless of the election’s outcome. 
But a new administration certainly will 
bring its own nuances and priorities. 

“I think there are a number of 
factors that have come together that 
are triggering changes across the entire 
sector — both in health programs 
and in human services,” says Tracy 
Wareing Evans, executive director 
of the American Public Human 
Services Association (APHSA).1 

“Funding available through the 
Aff ordable Care Act is helping to 
modernize technology on the health 
side and maximize the opportunity 
to bring integration and interoper-
ability to human services systems,” 
she adds. “Beyond the technology, 
there’s also a compelling need for 
more evidence-based work, both 
from a fi scal standpoint and to simply 
do what’s right for families that are 
served by these systems. We need to 
know what works and what doesn’t.”

 Feeling the Strain

Our annual health and human 
services survey — conducted in part-
nership with APHSA — refl ects the 
pressures HHS agencies are feeling. 
Respondents ranked better data 
sharing among agencies as their top 
priority, followed by closer integration 
of services and technology systems, 
and adoption of analytics tools. They 
also told us they’re busier than ever. 
Seventy-fi ve percent of respondents 
said demand for HHS services has 
increased over the past year, with 20 
percent estimating workloads grew 
anywhere from 25 to 50 percent. 

Although 70 percent said their 
agencies are moving in the right 
direction, respondents were less 
confi dent in their ability to use 
data to drive better results. 

That pessimism may stem from a 
couple of factors: First, HHS is still 
rife with clunky old computer systems 
that neither integrate nor share data 

easily. And second, privacy and security 
concerns — real or imagined — tend 
to be a drag on innovation in this area. 
Almost all survey respondents told 
us they have technology that needs to 
be replaced, with 25 percent saying 
anywhere from a quarter to half of all 
their systems require modernization. 
Sixty percent also said increased 
data sharing brings with it greater 
security and privacy challenges.

Seizing the Opportunity

Still, we think all of this means 
HHS agencies are on the cusp of great 
opportunity — but one that can’t be 
realized without a massive culture 
shift and a great deal of hard work.  

Policy innovations are driving 
HHS programs toward a more holistic 
view of citizens and more compre-
hensive program off erings. Funding 
streams are evolving as well, allowing 
dollars to be spent more fl exibly on 
integrated approaches and better 
data tools. As our research shows, 
agencies are beginning to adapt 
their thinking, but will need to 
react with even more agility and 
innovation to make the leap.

Luckily, technology has evolved 
to the point where systems more 
easily support the development of 
tightly interconnected platforms that 
serve multiple HHS functions. And 
growing acceptance of off -the-shelf 
software packages and cloud-based 
services mean agencies no longer 
need custom developed software 
— or to even own software at all. 
However, agencies will need to think 
diff erently to exploit these changes.

Pushed by new policies and 
powered by modern technology, HHS 
is in the midst of dramatic change, 
the ultimate form of which remains 
somewhat uncertain. This report maps 
the forces that are driving this trans-
formation, both to build understanding 
of the current environment and to 
push toward a markedly diff erent 
— and more eff ective — approach 
to serving the people and commu-
nities that rely on these services.

Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t 
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There will be a push to under-
stand how factors such as where 
citizens live impacts their health 
and well-being. And there will 
be an expectation that agencies 
analyze data to measure the eff ec-
tiveness of the programs they run.

Behind the scenes this will drive 
big changes in the technology systems 
that support HHS programs. Indi-
vidual systems will need to integrate 
more tightly than ever before; they’ll 
need to share and consume data in 
innovative ways; and they’ll need to 
off er new levels of mobility and other 
user-friendly features. Sophisticated 
data analytics and visualization tools 
will take on more prominence, too, 
as agencies seek to turn mountains of 
information into actionable insights.

Even the way HHS systems are 
deployed is undergoing a seismic shift. 
In an eff ort to reduce the cost and 
risk that are inherent in the modern-
ization of large computer systems, 
the federal government is incenting 
an approach known as modular 
development. The approach envi-
sions breaking big complex systems 
into smaller logical components. In 
theory, this makes modernization 
easier since systems can be deployed 
one piece at a time. But it also 
demands that agencies develop new 
skills around how to plan for these 
upgrades and fi t the pieces together.

As if that weren’t enough, the 
looming presidential election injects 

GOV16 HHS SR.indd   5GOV16 HHS SR.indd   5 7/29/16   12:10 PM7/29/16   12:10 PM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

Special  Report
     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3



Sect ion  Two

6

THE OPIOID EPIDEMIC What You’re Doing:

What once may have been a silent epidemic is now impossible to ignore. 
Killing more people than automobile accidents, opioids are the leading 
cause of accidental death in the U.S. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), fatalities from opioids more than 
quadrupled between 1999 and 2014, crossing all socioeconomic groups 
in urban, suburban and rural areas. It is estimated now that 78 Americans 
fatally overdose on opioids each day.

GETTING THE WORD OUT

Earlier this year, Virginia unveiled its 

“Sink or Swim” campaign with a 

website (www.drugfreeva.org) and 

app. The website creates a one-stop 

shop for addiction resources — 

users can enter their ZIP code 

to find nearby treatment 

centers and support groups.

ng:
WORD OUT

Vi i i il d it

A LOOK AT 
THE SOCIAL 
ISSUES 
DEMANDING 
YOUR ATTENTION

FATALITIES BY OPIOID 
PAIN RELIEVERS NATIONWIDE

4,030

1999 2009 2014

15,597
18,893

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015

T
The shifting HHS landscape 
is being driven by several 
social issues: The U.S. 
population is aging, the 
opioid epidemic is spreading 
at an alarming rate and 
mental health issues are 
becoming more complex. All 
of these issues are causing 
HHS agencies to take notice 
and take action. As a result, 
governments across the 
country are refocusing their 
eff orts on coordinating 
care and fi nding innovative 
solutions.
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7

DELAYING NURSING HOME PLACEMENT
To lower Medicaid expenses, many states are trying 

to delay or prevent unnecessary nursing home 

placements, which account for some of the highest 

Medicaid costs for long-term care. For example, 

in Nebraska, the average cost of nursing home 

care is $75,000 per person. Conversely, home and 

community-based services (HCBS) cost significantly 

less — home care is roughly half the cost of a 

nursing facility and community-based care is roughly 

one-quarter of the cost. By taking advantage of federal 

funding and partnering with organizations such as Area 

Agencies on Aging, governments can offer HCBS to 

their communities and lower the Medicaid burden.2

What You’re Doing:

DESIGNING SENIOR-FRIENDLY COMMUNITIES

To prepare for its aging baby-boomer 

population (by 2030, the over-65 population 

is projected to double), Arlington County, 

Va., is making senior-friendly improvements. 

The county offers a door-to-door 

transportation service for individuals with 

disabilities and passed a zoning ordinance 

that allows some homeowners to build 

“granny flats.”3

TAPPING TECHNOLOGY

States can educate their 

communities about available 

technologies to help seniors 

maintain their independence. 

For example, pill dispensers can 

send voice or text messages to 

seniors when it’s time to take their 

medication and include alerts when 

pills are missed. Shoes with GPS 

trackers can provide real-time 

location mapping. If a senior leaves 

the pre-determined zone, the 

caregiver receives an alert.

SHARING DATA

Washington is one of the 

few states that gives public 

agencies — including law 

enforcement, corrections, 

social services, labor and 

industries, and more — 

access to its prescription 

monitoring system. This 

allows the Department of 

Labor and Industries, for 

example, to closely monitor 

workers who were already 

chronic opioid users before 

filing an injury claim, and 

to flag doctors who may be 

prescribing too many drugs 

or potentially dangerous 

combinations of drugs.4

PUTTING TECHNOLOGY TO WORK

Every state except Missouri now has a prescription monitoring 

database. Last year, Ohio became the first state to link its 

prescription monitoring database with the electronic medical 

records already maintained by doctors and pharmacists.

LIMITING PRESCRIPTIONS

This March, Massachusetts began 

limiting initial opioid prescriptions to a 

seven-day supply, except those for 

chronic or cancer-related pain or 

palliative care. To prevent addicts from 

doctor shopping, practitioners must 

check the state’s prescription monitoring 

database before prescribing certain drugs. 

In July, governors of 45 states signed on 

to “A Compact to Fight Opioid Addiction” 

based on the Massachusetts law.5

FINDING BETTER TREATMENT

The Centers for Medicare and 

Medicaid Services (CMS) advocates for 

medication-assisted treatment (MAT), 

which is treatment that uses medication 

as well as counseling and other support.

After using MAT for opioid-addicted 

Medicaid patients, California cut 

its medical costs by one-third over 

three years, including hospital, 

emergency room and outpatient 

clinic expenditures.6

Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t 

The graying of the baby-boomer generation — combined with longer 
lifespans — means that individuals aged 65 and older will comprise 
about 22 percent of the U.S. population by 2030. According to the U.S. 
Census Bureau, the 65-and-over population is projected to double over 
the next three decades to about 88 million by 2050. Since the majority 
of older Americans express a desire to age at home, these changes will 
drive spending on long-term care and technologies to allow them to live 
independently.  

AN AGING AMERICA
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Section One

8

TAKING ADVANTAGE OF FEDERAL HELP

In March 2016, the Obama Administration released its final rules for Medicaid’s mental health 

coverage, which aim to strengthen the 2008 Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act 

that requires health insurers to offer the same level of benefits for mental health as they do 

for physical health. To help states comply, the federal government offered $94 million in new 

funding for community health centers and $1.4 million for education projects in rural areas 

focused on health and safety.9

What You’re Doing:

THE COMPLEXITY 
OF MENTAL
HEALTH ISSUES

Decreased

Increased Maintained

Pending

STATE MENTAL HEALTH CARE BUDGETS 
FISCAL YEAR 2015-2016

SSS

Sect ion  Two

States and localities are 
struggling with how to 
address mental health 
issues. According to 
the National Alliance 
on Mental Illness 
(NAMI), 1 in 5 adults will 
experience a mental 
illness in a given year 
and nearly 10 million 
Americans live with a 
serious mental illness 
such as schizophrenia 
or bipolar disorder.7 

However, only 24 states 
increased mental health 
funding from 2015 to 
2016, while 11 states and 
the District of Columbia 
cut their budgets. Mental 
illnesses are also taxing 
America’s correction 
systems. According 
to a 2012 Treatment 
Advocacy Center 
report, U.S. prisons 
and jails housed over 
356,000 inmates with 
severe mental illness 
—10 times the number 
of mentally ill patients 
in state psychiatric 
hospitals in the same 
year.8 Incarcerating 
individuals with mental 
illnesses is not only 
expensive, it produces 
poor outcomes. 

Source: National Alliance on Mental Illness
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9

O F F I C E R S  I N 
M I A M I - D A D E

C O U N T Y 
R E S P O N D E D 

T O  O V E R 
10,000 
mental 

health calls 
I N  2 0 1 3  —  A N D 

O N LY  M A D E 
9 arrests.

9

Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t 
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DECRIMINALIZING MENTAL ILLNESS

Miami-Dade County in Florida has a mental illness 

rate that is approximately three times higher than 

the national average. To address this, the county 

offers a continuum of services to combat the 

criminalization of mental health problems. Led by 

Judge Steve Leifman, the county launched a post-

booking diversion program that offers individuals 

the option to undergo treatment instead of 

receiving a jail sentence. Approximately 80 percent 

of the individuals who are eligible to participate 

in the program enroll, and recidivism rates are 

just 20 percent. The county also trains all of its 

police departments in the Crisis Intervention Team 

(CIT) program, which teaches them to distinguish 

between different types of mental illness and 

respond accordingly. In 2013, officers responded 

to over 10,000 mental health calls, but only 

made 9 arrests, which allowed the county 

to close 1 of its 5 corrections facilities.10

USING TECHNOLOGY AS A SOLUTION

Telemedicine can be a game changer for rural 

states such as Alaska, which has the nation’s 

second-highest suicide rate. It can be extremely 

difficult to find adequate mental health care in 

remote areas — one study found for every 10 

miles you move from a city, it becomes 3 percent 

more difficult to find a behavioral health worker. 

The use of telemedicine, however, breaks down 

these barriers and easily connects patients to 

mental health facilities despite distance. Experts do 

caution that telemedicine should be implemented 

in conjunction with initiatives to attract more mental 

health workers to rural areas until high-speed 

internet access is pervasive.11
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Opioid Abuse: An Escalating Problem
In 2014, nearly 19,000 people died from prescription 
opioid-related causes – a 16 percent increase from 2013.1  
Killing more people than automobile accidents, approximately 

78 Americans are fatally overdosing on opioids each and 

every day, according to the CDC. 

One of the most devastating aspects of opioids is their ability to 

cut across all socioeconomic classes and demographics. “This 

is not a problem that is only impacting people who have gone 

astray and break the law,” says Dr. Este Geraghty, chief medical 

offi  cer and health solutions director at Esri. “This is a problem 

that aff ects a lot of people and it could be your neighbor, your 

mother — people you might not have initially expected.”

Across the country, state and local government leaders are 

grappling with how to get ahead of the problem, including 

limiting painkiller prescriptions and launching prescription drug 

monitoring programs. In July, President Obama signed the 

Comprehensive Addiction and Recovery Act of 2016 (CARA), 

which increases the availability of naloxone, strengthens 

monitoring and expands educational eff orts. 

But funding is an issue. While Obama had asked Congress 

for $1 billion for CARA, the Act included a fraction of that at 

$181 million. Advocates say funding to address prevention 

and early treatment of opioid abuse is critical. 

“We know that public health is traditionally under-funded and 

resources are always limited,” says Geraghty. “And so you 

need to use resources in the best way possible. You need to 

get to smaller, neighborhood-level analysis so you are target-

ing your interventions where they are needed the most.”

Raising Awareness and Targeting Resources
Geraghty points to the power of mapping to help leaders 

make strategic decisions regarding plans for prevention and 

intervention. Perhaps most importantly, visualization tools allow 

governments to raise awareness and make the epidemic real 

to their communities. 

“Simple resource maps can be just the start in helping others 

understand addiction and fi nd help,” says Jeremiah Lindemann, 

a solution engineer at Esri who lost his brother, J.T., to a 

prescription drug overdose and who has since become an 

activist for increasing awareness and using maps to help 

solve the problem.

“Visualizing trends provides a deeper understanding of the 

factors that may contribute to opioid use in a given area and 

the resources available to prevent and treat addiction,” 

says Lindemann. 

Sometimes, simply putting a face to the problem makes the 

biggest impact in rallying a community to battle prescription 

drug abuse. 

“Simple resource maps can 
be just the start in helping 
others understand addiction 
and fi nd help.”
— Jeremiah Lindemann, Solution Engineer, Esri

A Powerful 
Tool to Pinpoint 

and Prevent 
Prescription 
Drug Abuse

S P O N S O R ED CO N T EN T

1.  http://www.forbes.com/sites/cjarlotta/2016/07/23/obama-signs-opioid-legislation-despite-funding-concerns/#577fe58134e6
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S P O N S O R ED CO N T EN T

For more information, visit go.esri.com/Opioid.

How Maps 
Make a 
Diff erence

A  DuPage, Ill., maps out where Narcan 

– which can reverse the eff ects of an 

overdose – has been administered 

to show where overdoses have 

been prevented.

C  Massachusetts performs spatial 

examinations of the opioid addic-

tion within the state to determine 

where to target interventions 

and education.

E  Celebrating Lost Loved Ones 

is a national map that aims to 

personalize the problem and 

break down perceptions of 

who is aff ected.

D  Jeff erson County, Colo., uses a 

visualization map to show where 

prescription drug and heroin 

deaths have occurred to help raise 

awareness and stop the epidemic.

B  Iowa maps out the location of drug 

drop boxes so residents can safely 

dispose of prescriptions and prevent 

them from getting into drinking water 

or the hands of others.

A
B

C

E

D

E
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LINKING PAYMENTS 
TO HEALTH OUTCOMES 

New York 

In the wake of the recession, New 

York State’s Medicaid program was 

unsustainable, with significant cost 

increases as state revenues were 

declining. A Medicaid Redesign 

Team helped get costs under 

control, and now the state is 

using outcome-based payments 

to lock in those improvements.

Funded with a $7.3 billion grant 

from CMS, the Delivery System 

Reform Incentive Payment Program 

(DSRIP) provides incentives for 

hospitals and safety net providers 

to collaborate and form networks 

that promote integrated and 

holistic care. Approximately 90,000 

providers — including hospitals, 

practitioners, clinics and behavioral 

health organizations — are split into 

What You’re Doing:

HOW YOU’RE DRIVING 
DOWN COSTS — AND 
IMPROVING LIVES

12

Medicaid has traditionally 
reimbursed providers 
based only on the services 
delivered, but that is 
changing. Increasingly, 
states are incenting health 
care providers to meet 
performance measures. 
This practice, known as 
paying for performance, 
focuses on producing 
better health outcomes 
for citizens, or put 
another way, on quality 
rather than quantity of 
services rendered. In 
fi scal year 2014-2015, 
34 states implemented 
quality improvement 
initiatives such as 
adding or enhancing 
pay-for-performance 
arrangements to their 
managed care contracts.12

25 networks that have committed 

to reforms that link payments to the 

health outcomes of network members. 

By the end of 2019, 80 percent of 

provider payments will be value based.

Combining outcome-based 

payments and a shared-savings model 

for providers creates incentives for 

efficient, patient-centered care, says 

New York State Medicaid Director 

Jason Helgerson. He uses the example 

of children suffering from asthma: “If 

TRANSITIONING TO 
OUTCOME-BASED PAYMENTS

Sect ion  Three
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GETTING SMARTER 
WITH DATA

H
One thing government HHS programs are not lacking is data. The challenge 
has always been in accessing, sharing and analyzing data to produce better 
outcomes. Once data is tapped, however, the results can be transformative. 
A lack of funding for systems investment has largely left HHS behind the 
curve when it comes to the use of sophisticated analytics, but that is 
beginning to change. CMS launched the Medicaid Innovation Accelerator 
Program (IAP) in July 2014 with the goal of improving health and health care 
for Medicaid benefi ciaries by supporting states’ efforts to accelerate new 
payment and service delivery reforms, including the use of analytics.14

What You Told Us:

Health and human services — and 
particularly health care — eat up a large 
portion of state and local budgets. The 
cost of Medicaid, which largely serves 
low-income individuals, is shared between 
states and the federal government and 
accounts for the biggest portion of those 
expenses. More than one-quarter of all 
state expenditures and over 15 percent of 
state-funded expenditures are Medicaid 
related — and those costs are rising  (see 
table to the right). This section shows how 
governments are decreasing costs in their 
Medicaid and other HHS programs.

35 percent of the cost of treating 

them is the result of preventable 

complications that cost $100 

million per year, and we cut those 

complications by half, the provider 

networks share the savings. It’s a 

win-win for patients and providers.” 

The initial results are encouraging. 

New York’s Medicaid expenditures 

are no longer the highest in the 

country, and the state’s average 

cost per beneficiary is declining.13

We asked respondents to the CDG/Governing Institute 2016 HHS survey 

if their agency consistently embraces data in new and innovative ways to

improve program outcomes.

Jason Helgerson, 
New York State 
Medicaid Director

TOTAL MEDICAID
EXPENDITURES

 2016                   2017          2018

5 . 2 %  A n n u a l  I N C R E A S E

6 . 5 %  A n n u a l  I N C R E A S E

2222 %  A%  A%  AA%  AA n n un n un n un n uu a l  a l  a l  a l I N CI N CI N CI N CI R ER ER ER E

5555 %  A%  A%  A%  AA n n un n un n unn n un a la la la ll I N CI N CI N CN CC R E AR E AR E AR EE$589 
billion

$627 
billion

$662 
billion

2220101016 6 6           2020202 171717      2020020181818

5 . 7 %  A n n u a l  I N C R E A S E

40 
s o m e w h at  a g r e e d 18 

    s t r o n g ly 
   a g r e e d

18 
   N e i t h e r  a g r e e d 

   o r  d i s a g r e e d
     

 17 
  s o m e w h at 
 d i s a g r e e d 

6 
          d i s a g r e e d 

   
s o m e w h at  a g r e e dr e e d 

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Source: Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
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What You’re Doing:

What You Told Us:
We asked our survey respondents if their agencies had effective 

ways of monitoring and abating fraud with their current systems.

48 
s o m e w h at  a g r e e d

14 
   s o m e w h at
   d i s a g r e e d15 

  N e i t h e r  a g r e e d 
   o r  d i s a g r e e d
   

8 
              s t r o n g ly 

            a g r e e d 
   

4 
                 

s t r o n g ly 
D I S a g r e e d 

The percent the federal government conservatively estimates is 
the annual improper payment rate for the Medicaid program.18 9.8%

Sect ion  Three

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

MAKING BETTER DECISIONS 

Colorado  
Data analytics has been integral to Colorado’s 
Medicaid reform initiative, the Accountable Care 
Collaborative, which uses coordinated care efforts to 
produce better outcomes for benefi ciaries, improve 
population health and reduce costs. The foundation 
of the initiative is a statewide data and analytics 
contractor (SDAC) that centralizes and tracks 
Medicaid eligibility and claims data. An online portal 
allows primary care providers, regional collaborative 
organizations and Medicaid offi cials to access 
actionable data on utilization and spending to identify 
areas of high need and improve care management. In 
fi scal year 2013, the Accountable Care Collaborative 
saw a 15 percent reduction in hospital admissions 
and a 25 percent reduction in high-cost imaging, 
contributing to $44 million in savings.15

TARGETING INTERVENTIONS 

Los Angeles County 
In a pilot conducted from 2012 to 2014, the L.A. County 
Department of Children and Family Services screened youth 
to assess their risk of committing a crime and entering 
the juvenile justice system. Using an actuarial tool and 
predictive analytics, the department identifi ed children as 
high risk by assessing them based on factors associated 
with criminal behaviors. Caseworkers then connected these 
children with drug treatment, additional schooling, therapy 
and other services intended to address the problem. 
Another group of high-risk children being monitored by 
the department did not receive intervention services.

An evaluation by the National Council on Crime and 
Delinquency found that after 6 months, the children who 
received services had no arrests, whereas 9 percent of the 
control group did. For the county, the pilot is a signifi cant 
step toward keeping children out of the justice system.16

COMBATING FRAUD

Florida

Florida’s Department of 

Economic Opportunity (DEO) 

used a $1.7 million grant to 

develop its Fraud Initiative Rules 

and Rating Engine (FIRRE) to help 

root out fraudulent unemployment 

insurance claims. The system can 

almost instantaneously process 

unstructured data and identify 

relationships that trigger early 

detection of fraud. So far it has helped 

the state stop 110,000 fraudulent 

claims and prevent wrongful payouts 

totaling $460 million. 

“Businesses pay taxes to fund Florida’s 

unemployment program,” says DEO 

Executive Director Cissy Proctor. “By 

limiting the amount of fraudulent benefits 

paid out, we’re able to reduce how much 

businesses have to pay in taxes.” Proctor 

says FIRRE could be modified to detect 

fraudulent applications in other benefits 

programs such as SNAP and TANF.17
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WE LIVE IN A DATA-DRIVEN WORLD, 
and health and human services (HHS) is no different. HHS agencies are 

more dependent on data now than ever before. Due to the Affordable 

Care Act (ACA) and Medicaid expansion, the number of people served 

by HHS is growing every day. 

Lack of access to accurate and comprehensive data can leave 

vulnerable populations unserved, result in duplicative services, waste 

funding on fraudulent claims and decrease agency effi ciency. This drain 

on state and local government budgets is exacerbating an already 

unstable fi nancial environment. Agencies need a highly available, easy-

to-use solution to glean insights — that’s where Tableau comes in.  

Tableau offers on-site and cloud-based solutions to help agencies 

visualize data — leading to faster, well-informed decisions. The ability to 

visualize data -— and prepare and share timely reports — helps improve 

health care outcomes while eliminating waste and fraud.

WHY EASY ACCESS TO DATA 
VISUALIZATION & SELF-SERVICE 
ANALYTICS IS CRUCIAL IN HHS 

To learn more, visit: www.tableau.com/hhs

Tableau can help agencies: 

Put big data to work. By optimizing resources and 

identifying the most effective health care programs, 

HHS leaders can make more informed decisions that 

have a direct impact on individual outcomes. 

Increase accountability and transparency. HHS leaders 

can analyze data to spot trends and outliers, ultimately reducing 

fraud, waste and abuse, and improving transparency. 

Utilize advanced analytics. Everyday HHS decision-makers 

shouldn’t have to be statisticians. Visualization can help all 

stakeholders understand and gain insights from data. 

Have access to tools where and when they need them. 
Data and visualization tools can be available via desktops, 

servers, cloud, web or mobile devices. 

82%
say analytics are 

critical to lowering 
costs and improving 

health outcomes

77%
say analytics help 

identify fraud

83%
say the ability to 

visualize data in new 
ways would add value 

to the organization

74%
 still use 

spreadsheets 
to display data

33%
rely on IT or other 

departments to create 
reports, which can be 

a slow process

47%
say current 

reporting practices 
do not meet their 

needs1 

HHS LEADERS KNOW 
DATA & ANALYTICS 

ARE IMPORTANT

VISUALIZATION 
HELPS WITH 

DECISION-MAKING

BUT DEPARTMENTS 
LACK THE RIGHT TOOLS 

TO GAIN INSIGHTS

1In June 2015, the Governing Institute and the Center for Digital Government conducted a nationwide survey of 285 state and local government 

leaders about the status of health and human services in their jurisdictions, the challenges they face and how they are working to overcome them.

SPONSORED CONTENT
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What You’re Doing: What You Told Us:

CHANGING TACTICS
Agencies across the 
U.S. are taking a new 
approach to serve 
some of the nation’s 
most vulnerable 
populations. Instead 
of relying on historical 
data and previous 
experiences to draw 
insights, they are 
turning to factors 
such as geography, 
income and behavioral 
responses to identify 
health disparities and 
solutions. 

Sect ion  Three

LOOKING AT SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH
While habits such as diet and exercise certainly play into a person’s 

health, there are also a range of social, economic and environmental 

factors that can impact a person’s well-being. Social determinants 

of health are the conditions in which individuals are born, grow, 

live, work and age, such as their physical environment, employment 

and social networks. Analyzing social determinants of health can 

help government officials determine when and where to target 

interventions for the greatest impact.  

Used wisely, the combination of data, technology and social factors 

can also drive a transformation within health and human services from 

a system based on outputs to one that is flexible, patient-centered 

and responsive to each individual’s needs. 

Nationally, approximately 8 percent 

of children suffer from asthma. HCZ 

officials were stunned to find that 

about 30 percent of children in the 

area they cover suffered from the 

condition — it was the top cause 

of children missing school and 

visiting the emergency room. To 

solve the problem, HCZ partnered 

with Harlem Hospital and Columbia 

University to visit homes and identify 

asthma triggers, educate families 

and provide access to preventive 

O F  R E S P O N D E N T S 
T O  T H E  C D G /
G O V E R N I N G 
I N S T I T U T E 

H H S  S U R V E Y  S A I D 
T H E Y  H AV E  O R  P L A N 

T O  I N T E G R AT E 
S O C I A L 

D E T E R M I N A N T S 
O F  H E A LT H 

I N T O  S E R V I C E 
D E L I V E RY.

54

medication. “We’re not just here 

to identify how our community 

is ailing,” says HCZ Director of 

Evaluation Dr. Betina Jean-Louis. 

“We need to develop solutions.”      

HCZ tracks metrics across its 

initiatives. By asking the same 

questions as the CDC, HCZ leaders 

were able to match data and 

determine that their asthma efforts 

reduced the number of missed 

school days, emergency room visits 

and overnight hospital stays.19

The Harlem Children’s Zone (HCZ) 

represents an ambitious place-based 

effort to support children from birth 

through adulthood. The program 

serves 13,000 children in and 

around a 97-block area of central 

Harlem that suffers from high rates 

of chronic diseases, infant mortality, 

poverty and unemployment. 

It provides a range of family and 

social services, including training 

and education for expectant parents, 

full-day pre-kindergarten, after-

school and weekend programs, 

nutritional education and access 

to healthy meals for students.  

One major problem HCZ identified 

within its community was asthma. 

  “We’re not just here 
to identify how our
 community is ailing.
 We need to develop
  solutions.” Dr. Betina Jean-Louis, 

Harlem Children’s Zone 
Director of Evaluation

EMCF.ORG
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Your Qualifi ed Convergence Solutions Provider
A leader in helping states on the convergence path, Accenture develops strategies and solutions for coordinated, 
collaborative and cost-eff ective service delivery to improve health, social and fi nancial outcomes. Accenture can help your agency:
• Make transaction-based processes adaptive, effi  cient and productive, reducing costs and improving quality fast
• Grant citizens easy access to insight-driven services customized to who they are and what they need
• Deliver outcomes that matter to people’s lives, and positively impact your mission and business outcomes 

Step 1: Empower leaders to focus on outcomes.
Engage leadership at the top and ensure high-level decision-makers 
provide support for staff to leverage analytics and data-driven decision-
making to improve outcomes. 

Step 2: Eliminate silos. Remove barriers to access and break 
down silos. For statewide initiatives, all impacted state and local 
agencies should have the opportunity to provide input and collaborate 
during the planning phase.

Step 3: Overcome legal challenges. Legal hurdles can 
weaken a transformative effort. For example, one state looking 
to transform human services delivery had several antiquated and 
inconsistent laws that made service delivery divisive and ineffi cient. To 
resolve this issue, the state created a protocol that stipulated agencies 
could work together and share fi nancial resources, data and staff with 
simple, not legalistic, agreements between them.

3 Steps to Convergence

Convergence is 

IMPROVING 
HHS Outcomes
Health and human services is at an infl ection point. 

Changing demographics, emerging technology and ever-growing fi scal 

pressures are combining to transform the nation’s priorities:

• Medicaid expansion under the Affordable Care Act (ACA) is bringing 
in new populations, leading to a spike in spending. The rate of 
increase in total Medicaid spending from 2014 to 2015 was nearly 
double the previous year’s increase (7.8 percent vs. 3.94 percent).

• The population is graying. Individuals aged 65 and up will 
comprise about 20 percent of the U.S. population by 2030, 
and the 65-and-over population is projected to double to about 
72 million over the next 25 years.

• Advances in analytics and other technologies are leading to more 
preventive and outcome-based care approaches.

This convergence of economic, technological and social changes is allowing 

for more coordinated and data-driven service delivery that can signifi cantly 

improve citizen services and ensure better outcomes. HHS agencies can take 

advantage of this unique environment with the following steps.

To learn more, visit: Accenture.com/HSConvergence  @AccenturePubSvc         Accenture Public Service

SPONSORED CONTENT
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Sect ion  Three

APPLYING BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
Behavioral science — the study of activities and interactions among humans, including the analysis of 
relationships through aspects such as biology, geography, law and political science — is becoming increasingly 
popular as a solution to challenges in HHS. In 2015, President Obama ignited a newfound interest in the 
science with an executive order encouraging agencies to use behavioral science insights to streamline welfare 
programs, help citizens find better jobs, improve health care outcomes and increase educational opportunities. 

Says APHSA’s Wareing Evans: “People are using things like rapid-cycle evaluation and applying behavioral 
economics and other sciences to understand questions such as: How do you actually best engage with children 
and families? What works and what doesn’t?”

Oklahoma

Thirty-nine thousand Oklahoma households receive 

government assistance for child care, however, only about

one-third of families renew their benefits on time. Delayed 

renewal applications result in interrupted payments to 

families and redundant work for caseworkers, who must 

re-interview parents and re-verify income information.

With funding from the U.S. Administration for Children 

and Families (ACF), the Oklahoma Department of Human 

Services (DHS) partnered with a social policy research 

organization to resolve this issue through the use of 

behavioral science. DHS ran an experiment where 

providers who cared for children participating in the 

government subsidy program were sent a list of color-

coded participants nearing their renewal deadline. Green, 

orange and red were used to indicate how far families 

were from missing their renewal deadline. Providers 

were instructed to notify their clients about 

the upcoming deadline and offer assistance 

in collecting the necessary documents. This 

intervention resulted in a 3 percent increase of 

on-time renewals, when compared to a control 

group that did not receive the intervention. 

While the bump may seem small, statewide it’s 

equal to 1,000 families per year.20

Indiana

Approximately one-third 

of families in Indiana 

receive childcare 

subsidies. However, 

despite a statewide 

ranking system to help 

families find high-quality 

care, 35 percent still pick 

providers who have not 

received the state’s seal 

of approval. Through an 

ACF grant, the Indiana 

Office of Early Childhood 

and Out-of-School 

Learning partnered 

with the same policy 

research organization 

Oklahoma used to 

improve participation in 

high-quality care through 

behavioral science.

The 12,600 families 

on the childcare voucher 

waiting list were split into 

two groups — the control 

group and the treatment 

group. Parents in the 

control group received 

a standard letter and 

brochure about choosing 

a quality care provider, 

which the state had 

already been distributing. 

The treatment group 

received a special 

mailing and a follow-up 

phone call. The special 

mailing identifi ed that the 

majority of parents use 

their voucher to pay for 

childcare providers who 

participate in the state’s 

review program, and 

included a map of the 

highest-rated providers 

near the family’s 

residence. The result 

was a 2.1 percentage 

point increase in 

the use of high-

quality providers.21

klahoma households receive 

re however, only 

time. De
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For more information on how to move from a siloed, program-centric approach to an 
integrated HHS enterprise, contact Frank Petrus: frank.petrus@gartner.com

HHS AND THE MOVE TO AN
INTEGRATED ENTERPRISE
Nearly 40 percent of HHS decision-makers said they 
need to modernize over half of their agency’s IT systems, 
according to the 2016 CDG/Governing Institute survey. 
These outdated, siloed systems are a classic example 
of the traditional agency-centric approach to HHS, 
which makes it costly and time consuming to obtain an 
integrated view of constituents.

To enhance the access, outcomes, accountability and 
quality of HHS programs and services, a new approach is 

needed – one that is more person, family and population 
centric and takes into account social determinants, such 
as education and economic security, to obtain a more 
holistic view of a person, family or population. 

Just over half of the survey respondents reported their 
agencies have or plan to integrate social determinants of 
health into service delivery to obtain this more person-
centered approach, but how can they ensure they manage 
the transition to a more integrated enterprise successfully?

IDENTIFY AND 
INTEGRATE FUNDING 

OPPORTUNITIES.
States can take advantage 
of several federal funding 
streams and opportunities 

such as CMS’ 90/10 funding 
for MMIS modernization and 
the State Medicaid Health 

Information Technology Plan 
and the OMB Circular A-87 
Cost Allocation Waiver to 

integrate HHS programs on 
one rules engine platform.

CREATE A
CULTURE OF 

INFORMATION 
SHARING.

Start with the low-hanging 
fruit of aggregate and de-

identifi ed data to build more 
robust performance and trend 

analyses that demonstrate 
the benefi ts of data sharing. 

Think about how you can 
eff ectively share data without 

compromising privacy, and 
what the program advantages 
are for sharing that information.

ESTABLISH
STRONG

GOVERNANCE.
Executive leadership, such 
as the HHS commissioner, 
Medicaid director and/or 
governor’s offi  ce, should 

spearhead the eff ort. 
Stakeholders from across 
the full continuum of HHS 

program areas need to 
defi ne and agree on the 
business imperatives and 
performance indicators.

LOOK TO AGNOSTIC,
MODULAR 

TECHNOLOGY.
Agnostic solutions leveraging 

third-party, commercial-off -
the-shelf (COTS) components 

for gateways, master data 
management, rules engines, 

service bus information exchange 
capabilities and analytic 

capabilities allow you to build a 
common integrated enterprise 

platform. These agnostic 
solutions can be leveraged 

across multiple programs – build 
it once and use it many times. 

DEFINE THE HHS
ENTERPRISE 

ARCHITECTURE.
This includes determining 

what outcomes you’re trying 
to achieve (the business 

architecture) and the information 
needed to anticipate, support 
and validate key decisions. It 
also includes deciding how 
you will facilitate the secure 
exchange of that information 
(information architecture) and
the technology investments

needed (the technology
& solution architectures).

TO ACHIEVE 
END-TO-END 
INTEGRATION,
HHS AGENCIES 
CAN USE THE 
FOLLOWING 
ROADMAP:

SPONSORED CONTENT
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A What You Told Us:

According to the Government 
Accountability Offi  ce (GAO), 
the federal government 
spends $80 billion a year 
on IT, much of which goes 
toward maintaining legacy 
IT systems. Decades-old 
hardware is a major problem 
for state and local govern-
ments as well. HHS deci-
sion-makers in our 2016 
HHS survey said outdated 
IT systems and their corre-
sponding issues were one 
of their most critical chal-
lenges — exacerbated by the 
fact that 75 percent of them 
reported that demand for 
their services has increased.

But there is some 
good news. The federal 
government, recognizing 
this urgent need for system 
modernization, continues to 
provide enhanced funding 
and more fl exibility around 
how federal dollars can be 
used on systems that support 
multiple programs. It’s also 
adjusting rules to promote 
modular deployments and 
cloud-based approaches.

HOW YOU’LL 
MODERNIZE 
HHS SYSTEMS

20

23% 22% 22% 20% 20%

11% 8% 6%

O F  R E S P O N D E N T S 
T O  T H E  C D G /
G O V E R N I N G 

I N S T I T U T E  H H S 
S U R V E Y  S A I D  O V E R 

5 0 %  O F  T H E I R 
A G E N CY ’ S  I T 

SYS T E M S 
N E E D  T O  B E 

M O D E R N I Z E D.

39
What IT systems 
do you plan to 
modernize in the 
next 12 to 18 
months?
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Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t 

systems. The current A-87 waiver lets states bypass the 

normal cost allocation methodologies. Instead, they 

can charge the initial build to Medicaid — paid for with 

90/10 funding — and pay for the additional cost under 

the A-87 exception that’s required to make the system 

reusable for other programs. 

Together, these changes give states an opportunity to 

not only modernize aging HHS systems, but build them in 

a more integrated way. The opportunity may not last 

forever, though. While CMS has extended 90/10 funding 

indefi nitely, the A-87 cost allocation exception only will 

be in place until 2018, meaning states that want to reap 

signifi cant cost savings from implementing shared IT 

systems have less than two years to do so.

What You’re Doing:
Integrating HHS 

Programs and Systems

Washington State used a portion of 

its $65 million grant from the CMS 

State Innovation Model Initiative 

— which has awarded nearly $300 

million to 25 states to design or 

test innovative models of service 

delivery and health care payment — 

to integrate physical and behavioral 

health services for its Medicaid 

population. This particular change 

effort is significant, impacting 

how services are administered, 

financed and delivered for Medicaid 

beneficiaries, according to Dorothy 

Frost Teeter, director of Washington’s 

Health Care Authority. It also requires 

deep engagement with members 

of the community who haven’t 

always been at the table for health 

transformation efforts. Washington’s 

approach relies on multi-sector 

collaborative organizations called 

Accountable Communities of Health 

for this new form of engagement.22

Ohio also is testing value-based 

payment models that rely on provider-

specifi c performance reports to 

expand access to comprehensive 

primary care and reduce the incentive 

to overuse unnecessary services 

within high-cost episodes of care. 

Ohio has also taken advantage of 

enhanced federal funding to build an 

enterprise eligibility system for most 

income-tested programs, including 

Medicaid, SNAP and TANF. 

“One of the things we tried 

to do differently was focus on 

infrastructure changes that result 

in broad impacts across multiple 

programs,” says Greg Moody, 

director of Ohio’s Office of Health 

Transformation. “Broad reforms — 

like expanding Medicaid coverage 

and creating online tools to make it 

easier for citizens to access benefits 

— increase the state’s capacity to 

deal with specific challenges, like 

reducing diabetes or infant mortality. 

Almost all of the reforms we’ve done 

are like that. They’re systemic and 

structural.”23

WHY YOU’LL BUILD
DIFFERENTLY
The systems used to support evolving HHS programs will look much different 
than the technology they replace. Legacy HHS systems typically were custom-
developed to serve a single program, and they neither share data nor adapt to 
new processes easily. The next generation of systems will be faster to deploy, 
more interconnected and easier to update. Here’s why.
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MODERNIZATION IS MORE FLEXIBLE 
Since 2011, CMS has provided enhanced funding to 

states for building and maintaining Medicaid eligibility 

and enrollment systems. The agency will pay 90 percent 

of states’ costs for designing and developing new 

systems (commonly known as 90/10 funding) as well as 

75 percent of the ongoing maintenance and operation 

expenses. The federal government also relaxed its 

cost allocation rules contained in OMB Circular A-87 to 

promote integration between health and human services 

systems. Previously, the OMB required specifi c cost 

allocations for state programs that shared IT systems, 

which aligned with the proportion of their use of these 
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BIG BANG IS OUT; 
MODULAR IS IN
Large, complex IT projects have 

a history of missed deadlines, 

blown budgets and poor results. 

Therefore, the federal government 

is encouraging state HHS agencies 

to take a modular approach 

where large systems are divided 

into smaller pieces that can 

be deployed one at a time.

In the Medicaid space, CMS 

fi nalized rules in late 2015 that support 

the modular deployment of Medicaid 

Management Information Systems 

(MMISs). These systems, which pay 

claims and collect data for Medicaid 

services, are among the largest IT 

investments for states with price tags 

ranging from $50 to $150 million.24

Critically, the new CMS rules 

include changes to the MMIS 

certification process to accommodate 

the modular deployment model. 

State MMIS deployments must be 

certified by CMS before they can 

begin receiving enhanced federal 

matching funds for operation and 

maintenance. MMIS projects typically 

have been certified once the entire 

system is complete, but the new rules 

allow certification of each module 

as it’s finished, giving states faster 

access to enhanced funding levels. 

 “What modular certification 

means is that states can accumulate 

quick wins,” says Jessica Kahn, 

director of the Medicaid data and 

systems group at CMS. “They can 

get the enhanced match for the 

operation of those pieces as they 

stand them up, as opposed to a 

five-year build where you have to 

wait until everything is done.”25

Child welfare systems are 

undergoing a somewhat similar 

shift. In 2015, ACF issued a 

Comprehensive Child Welfare 

Information System (CCWIS) Notice 

of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM), 

which provides funding for states 

to update or implement new case 

management systems that are 

more modular and interoperable. A
le

x
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What You’re Doing:
Taking a New Approach to Child Welfare Systems

California’s Department of Social Services (DSS), which 

runs one of the largest child welfare agencies in the 

country, has launched a project to establish what it calls “an 

innovative statewide 21st-century information technology 

application” that improves its child welfare operations. It 

intends to take a modular approach to procurement and 

work with multiple vendors. One of the state’s overarching 

goals is to create an underlying technology platform that 

DSS and its other HHS departments can reuse, while 

continuously improving services for its end users.26

Other states, such as Pennsylvania, already have moved 

in this direction. While updating its existing legacy systems, 

Pennsylvania’s Department of Human Services took the 

opportunity to layer on additional technology — a business 

rules engine — to improve data collection and automation. 

It shifted from a process where mainframe changes were 

hard-coded and took months to perform to one that 

was more agile and could process more than 2.6 million 

records in just 43 minutes. This led to improved compliance 

and transparency, a reduction in manual processing 

and better citizen services — including faster eligibility 

determination and more self-screening processes.27

Building Enterprise Platforms to Support Modularity

The impact of enhanced federal funding and greater flexibility 

can be seen in Hawaii where the state’s Department of 

Human Services (DHS) deployed an enterprise platform 

several years ago to support multiple functions. Pankaj 

Bhanot, deputy director of the department, sums up 

the approach as “buy once, use many times.”

Hawaii funded the $144 million project using the 

90/10 federal match. Now the state intends to plug a 

growing number of modular systems into the platform to 

support SNAP, TANF and other programs. In addition, the 

department built a Medicaid application on the platform, 

laying the groundwork for more integrated services.

Bhanot says many of these programs have operated 

in silos from a technology standpoint. However, the 

enterprise system will allow them to function with 

more interoperability because the components are 

agnostic. “They are reusable, interoperable, extensible, 

scalable and easily supportable,” Bhanot says. 

DHS, which is focused on serving families and children 

concurrently, also plans to integrate data and analytics into the 

platform to improve service delivery and outcomes. “We want 

to be the agency of one, where we will be able to take care 

of the needs of our clients through the same system and the 

same processes that we will use across the board,” he says.28

M I N U T E S .
43
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  “What modular 
certifi cation means 
is that states can 
accumulate quick
   wins.” Jessica Kahn,  

CMS Medicaid 
Data and Systems 
Group Director
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What You’re Doing:
Moving MMIS to the Cloud

With CMS signaling that cloud-based services can be used to meet MMIS requirements, a number of states are 

investigating the approach. Wyoming may be the first to make the shift. 

The state is launching procurements for services-based MMIS modules that include core benefits management; 

business intelligence; and fraud, waste and abuse detection. A systems integrator was hired to combine multiple 

services modules, share technical expertise and oversee contractor performance, and the state is using multiple 

vendors to avoid over-reliance on one company. Leaders there are deploying a state-owned data warehouse and 

leveraging what’s already in the market rather than building something similar from the ground up, which can be 

costly and time consuming. 

Wyoming also is working closely with CMS to ensure its technology investments meet the agency’s standards. 

The state’s Medicaid population is small — only 90,000 enrollees and 3 million claims processed annually — but 

its approach could serve as a model for other states.29

W I T H  C M S 
S I G N A L I N G  T H AT

 C L O U D - B A S E D 
S E R V I C E S 

C A N  B E  U S E D  T O  M E E T 
M M I S  R E Q U I R E M E N T S ,
 A  N U M B E R  O F  S TAT E S 

A R E  I N V E S T I G AT I N G 
T H E  A P P R O A C H .
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INNOVATION IS IN DEMAND
The federal government is trying to 

spark innovation within Medicaid 

IT. Included in the new CMS rules 

around MMIS modularity, for 

instance, is clarification that the 

agency encourages the use of 

off-the-shelf software and cloud-

based services. This is a sea change 

for a sector that’s been dominated 

by custom-developed software and 

systems. Besides potentially lowering 

the cost of MMIS replacement, this 

shift is being driven by a desire to 

pull innovative ideas from other 

sectors into the MMIS space.

For instance, Kahn says there’s 

potential to adopt best practices 

for information security from 

commercial health care providers 

or the banking industry, as well 

as claims processing innovations 

from commercial insurers. “We 

think there are a lot of transferable 

technologies,” she says. “There are 

things we see in other industries 

that are moving at light speed. We 

would love to benefit from that.”

In another move to attract 

new providers for MMIS, CMS 

is developing a process for 

pre-certifying MMIS modules. The 

approach potentially gives states 

access to a suite of plug-and-play 

modules that are pre-tested to meet 

CMS requirements. That stamp of 

approval could be important for 

vendors new to the Medicaid market.

“[States] would feel more 

comfortable knowing that a particular 

set of software they might choose 

has already gone through a level 

of scrutiny to make sure it works,” 

Kahn says. “On the vendor side, 

it’s hard to get your foot in the door 

when people have never heard of 

you. Pre-certification, in a way, will 

give you some free marketing.”
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SHARE 
INFORMATION. 

HHS agencies can also share data to gain a 
more holistic view of a citizen’s health and 
detect fraud. For example, Pennsylvania’s 
Department of Labor & Industry – which also 
oversees unemployment payments – lever-
aged the state’s database of incarcerated 
residents to fi nd out which prisoners were 
collecting unemployment, which helped 
uncover millions of dollars in related fraud. 

TAP REUSABLE 
SERVICES. 

Existing mainframe and other legacy systems 
contain valuable information and data that can 
be harnessed. Smart approaches to digital 
business transformation can help organizations 
convert existing business, presentation and data 
logic as reusable services. TAKE ADVANTAGE 

OF STREAMING 
ANALYTICS. 
Monitoring data in real time, rather than looking 
for trends after the fact, allows HHS agencies 
to take a more preventative approach to citi-
zens’ care. For example, leveraging streaming 
analytics helps agencies determine health 
trends within their communities so they can 
provide more targeted services and education.

ADD STORAGE.
Modernizing systems can help agencies take 
advantage of big data and analytics. By also 
adding “big memory,” they can ensure the new 
functionality doesn’t slow backend system 
performance and delay citizen services.

BUILD AND 
MANAGE SELF-
SERVICE APPS. 

Providing self-service options for citizens can 
help meet this demand. HHS agencies can also 
benefi t by letting third parties securely access 
government data via application programming 
interfaces (APIs). Private citizens or developers 
might then use the data to create benefi cial 
mobile apps.

For more information, visit http://government.softwareag.com/

of HHS decision-makers in 
the Governing Institute survey 

said INCREASED DATA SHARING AMONG 
AGENCIES WOULD IMPROVE SERVICE DELIVERY. 

63%

of respondents in the 
Governing Institute survey 

said DEMAND FOR HHS SERVICES HAS 
INCREASED IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS. 

72%

Software AG provides industry-leading digital 
business transformation solutions that help 
HHS agencies provide better services, be more 
agile and innovative, and drive down costs.

According to Software AG, 
there are fi ve ways HHS 
agencies can modernize 
for relatively quick return 
on investment:

5 WAYS HHS AGENCIES
CAN MODERNIZE FOR GREATEST ROI 

1/3
In a recent Governing Institute 

survey of 320 health and human 
services (HHS) decision-makers, nearly

of respondents said OUTDATED IT SYSTEMS IS 
ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL CHALLENGES 
their agencies will face over the next year. 

SPONSORED CONTENT
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THE CHALLENGES 
YOU’LL FACE
✓Modularity is 
still emerging
Because the concept is new, there’s 

no standard way to break MMIS into 

modules. Different states are taking 

different approaches. Arkansas, for 

example, broke its system development 

into three parts, using three different 

vendors. At the same time, CMS is 

still working out the details of modular 

certifi cation. The agency is putting 

the fi nishing touches on formal 

guidance for how the certifi cation 

process will operate. However, CMS 

already has released a good deal of 

information on how states should plan 

for and implement modular MMISs, 

including an enterprise certifi cation 

toolkit published in April 2016. 

✓Planning and procurement 
are even more important
States will need to fully define their 

Medicaid ecosystem before they 

begin procuring MMIS modules. That 

will require rigorous internal review 

to clearly understand their business 

needs and the technology solutions 

that can address them. Agencies 

should consider a draft RFP that 

includes an extensive inventory of their 

available data and resources — and 

require input from key stakeholders 

— before they solicit vendors. Bottom 

line: Although deployment can be 

done module-by-module, planning 

cannot. Developing a clear idea of 

what your Medicaid enterprise will 

look like — both now and in the 

future — will be a critical fi rst step.

✓Interoperability is critical
As states implement modular MMISs, 

all of the pieces will need to fit 

together seamlessly. Service-

oriented architecture (SOA) will be 

the glue that holds modular MMISs 

together. SOA is the foundation for 

the Medicaid Information Technology 

Architecture, which CMS developed to 

serve as a pathway for implementing 

interoperability and service orientation 

across the Medicaid enterprise. SOA 

skills will be at a premium as modularity 

moves forward.

✓Agency culture 
must adapt
Modularity and broader integration 

of programs across the HHS 

enterprise are big changes for 

agencies accustomed to traditional 

development techniques and siloed 

program models. Government leaders 

shouldn’t underestimate the amount 

of change management needed to 

evolve HHS organizations toward 

these new models. Agency workforces 

will need to share more data, change 

their business processes and create 

new ones for shared services.

✓Stronger governance 
will be needed
Rigorous IT governance processes 

will need to be in place, especially 

as more pieces are introduced into 

the system. This process should 

define responsibilities for tasks and 

data, policies for making changes to 

systems and compliance standards 

across the enterprise. Putting 

these measures into place will help 

ensure state agencies don’t create 

more challenges for themselves as 

they move toward modularity.

The Election’s Impact
With a new president entering the 
White House in January, there’s no 
certainty that the current funding 
landscape will remain the same. Still, 
experts and industry observers say the 
U.S. Department of Human Services’ 
move to focus on technology as an 
innovation driver is the best strategy 
it has had in the last 20 to 30 years.

APHSA’s Wareing Evans expects 
current trends around program 
integration, the use of data analytics for 
validating program performance and 
greater focus on social determinants 
of health to remain in place regardless 
of who is president next year. 

“This notion that we really need 
to understand what works and hold 
ourselves accountable for ensuring 
that government dollars are going to 
programs that are effective — I don’t see 
that as particular to one administration 
or one party,” she says. “We have a 
lot more information knowledge and 
capacity to do that kind of thing now, 
and I don’t think that’s going away.”

But states also must be prepared for 
changes in policy details and emphasis 
as a new administration implements 
its HHS philosophy. Perhaps the 
best advice comes from Washington 
State’s Dorothy Teeter who says states 
need to deeply understand their own 
requirements and take a long-term view.

“What’s most important for states, 
fi rst and foremost, is to identify a 
fi ve-year technology and infrastructure 
data and analytics plan,” she says. 
“What are their business intelligence 
needs? What does this imply for the 
infrastructure that they need and 
where they stand now? Asking these 
questions gives them both a very clear 
business case and a technical solution 
that matches up going forward.”

Teeter adds: “The work of building 
out this infrastructure is legacy work. 
Whatever we build has to last well 
beyond those fi ve years, but you have 
to build it in a way that you can continue 
to enhance it and not have to throw 
it all away and start over again.”
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HHS AGENCIES
are continually pressed to 

modernize their systems in a 

way that promotes effi  ciency, cost 

eff ectiveness and customer service.

Optum™ Integrated Eligibility solution helps 

agencies meet the challenge by automating 

the administration of social programs, which adds 

client convenience and frees caseworkers to handle 

other important duties. Optum’s integrated eligibility 

services can allow HHS agencies to:

Streamline operations — A modular integrated platform allows 

HHS agencies to determine client eligibility for Medicaid, SNAP, 

TANF, CHIP and other benefi ts programs based on a single client 

application. Client updates and changes can be applied across all 

programs automatically, saving time and reducing human error.

Centralize case management — Caseworkers across all services can see a 

consistent, holistic view of each client to instantly understand which programs 

each participant qualifi es for or is enrolled in. 

Know the “truth” — Master data management allows agencies to reconcile complex 

client identities – many of them with similar names – across multiple systems and databases. 

It can serve as a single point of truth spanning all HHS programs.

Gain deeper insight — Cross-program analytics assist administrators in identifying potential fraud, 

waste and abuse; forecasting caseloads versus actual participation; and understanding eligibility 

compared with enrollment. Analytics help agencies make smarter decisions to improve services and 

drive customer satisfaction.  

A LEADER IN LARGE SYSTEMS INTEGRATION FOR HHS 
Optum is a health services and innovation company focused on making the health system work better for everyone. 

In addition to providing world-class analytics and systems integration, Optum off ers program and policy consulting, and 

technology development, implementation, maintenance, operation and security — as well as hosting on the Optum cloud. 

It serves a majority of the nation’s Medicaid agencies, and integrates data sources across many public HHS programs.

INTEGRATED ELIGIBILITY 
PROVIDES CITIZENS THE 
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 

THEY DESERVE.

SOCIAL 
SERVICES, 

STREAMLINED

To learn more about Optum’s integrated eligibility services, 
visit www.optum.com/solutions/government, or contact 
Optum at innovate@optum.com or 1-800-765-6092.

SPONSORED CONTENT

GOV16 SS HHS Optum.indd   1GOV16 SS HHS Optum.indd   1 7/29/16   9:25 AM7/29/16   9:25 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

Special  Report
     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3

www.optum.com/solutions/government


Sect ion  Five

28

HOW YOU’LL 
SHARE DATA 
SAFELY

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM
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The trend toward more data sharing both within and among states will drive 
more attention toward information security and privacy protection. The regulatory 
landscape around these issues is complex. The move toward mobility adds another 
layer of concern as HHS agencies seek to make caseworkers and others more 
eff ective by giving them access to data and decision-support tools in the fi eld.

Heal th  & Human Ser v ices  / /  Spec ia l  Repor t 

TTTTThhhheee trend toward more data sharing both within and among s
mmmmmmmoooorre attention toward information security and privacy prote
llaandscape around these issues is complex. The move toward m
llayer of concern as HHS agencies seek to make caseworkers a
eff ective by giving them access to data and decision-support t
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Sect ion  Five

Reconciling State Laws with HIPAA 

Ohio has made state law consistent with the HIPAA privacy rule. Ohio’s Moody 

says the state had multiple, separate privacy laws. “It created a non-standard 

environment where people could then say, ‘We can’t share because of the 

privacy considerations,’” he explains. In response, Ohio clarified its health-

related privacy laws and adopted HIPAA as the state standard. “That single 

action eliminated many of those barriers to data sharing,” Moody says.

What You’re Doing:

SIMPLIFYING THE 
REGULATORY MAZE

HHS agencies must balance 
the need for greater data 
sharing with their fundamental 
responsibility to protect 
sensitive citizen information. 
The regulatory environment 
often doesn’t make this easy. 
State offi cials say a patchwork 
of federal laws meant to protect 
confi dential data can hinder 
sharing. “Federal law has all 
these requirements that are 
siloed because they run their 
own programs their own way,” 
says Hawaii’s Bhanot. “Food 
and Nutrition Service (FNS), 
the ACF for TANF and Child 
Welfare Services, and Medicaid 
all have their own rules.”

HIPAA adds another layer of 
complexity. The law is often 
misinterpreted to be more 
restrictive than it is, which 
prevents states from sharing 
data with each other — or even 

within their own agencies. 
And HIPAA is impacting more 
agencies as HHS programs 
become more integrated 
and health data fl ows into 
social services programs that 
typically haven’t dealt with 
HIPAA-protected information. 

In addition, some states 
have their own privacy laws 
that may be broader or more 
narrow than HIPAA. For 

instance, the Texas Medical 
Records Privacy Act is broader 
than HIPAA and requires 
covered entities — health care 
providers, insurers, claims 
processors and others — to 
obtain patient consent for most 
types of information sharing. 

However, states are fi nding 
ways to clarify privacy and data 
protection rules to facilitate 
safe information sharing.
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Getting Smarter 

About Consent

Getting information to the 

right people at the right time is 

fundamental to improving care. 

Experts say consent is the key to 

giving HHS programs the information 

they need to take a holistic view 

of individuals and families. “I am 

a strong believer that if we have 

client consent to use their data for 

a specific purpose for a specific 

period of time, we should be able 

to take care of our families in 

the most expedited and efficient 

manner,” Hawaii’s Bhanot says.

States should consider including 

a consent registry in any enterprise 

or integrated eligibility platform they 

build. But consent should be for a 

clearly defined period and purpose. 

For example, agencies could ask 

for a 12-month period of consent to 

share protected health information 

to support population health or 

pay-for-performance efforts.

  “I am a strong believer that if we 
have client consent to use their data 
for a specifi c purpose for a specifi c 
period of time, we should be able to 
take care of our families in the most 
expedited  and effi  cient manner.”

Support from the top levels of 

state government can drive more 

data sharing, too. In Washington 

State, the legislature passed a 

law that required all health plans 

in the state to contribute claims 

data with pricing information to a 

claims database. The move will 

enable more price transparency for 

consumers, help them make more 

informed health care decisions 

and could improve the state’s 

value-based payment efforts, 

Washington’s Teeter says. 

Illinois recently launched a 

wide-ranging project that involved 

data sharing among 

60 programs in 9 HHS 

agencies. However, existing 

state regulations required 

identity information be 

stripped from the data, 

making the process 

more cumbersome and 

the data less useful. In 

response, Illinois passed 

a new state law that 

established a framework 

for the development of 

open data platforms 

and an architecture for 

regulatory compliance.30

Passing Data-Sharing Legislation

Taking Advantage of Co-Location
Ohio is considering, as an extension of value-based payment reforms, 
providing additional financial support for primary care practices that work 
with schools to give children better access to care and improve academic 
performance. Co-locating primary care and schools has the potential to 
make life easier for parents and also presents data-sharing opportunities. 
For example, having parents sign a consent form at the beginning of the 
school year could allow the clinical care site and the school to share 
information that may lead to more effective intervention.

Pankaj Bhanot, Hawaii Department 
of Human Services Deputy Director
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MOBILIZING 
SECURELY

Mobile technology is a key tool for making field 
staff more effective. It’s also becoming the 
favored communication channel for clients of 
HHS programs. But security and privacy will be 
more complex as mobility is widely deployed.

Equipping Caseworkers with Mobile Devices 

In health and human services, we’re already seeing 

how agencies are leveraging this technology. 

New York’s Office of Children and Family Services 

allows caseworkers and staff to use laptops and 

other mobile technology to access information 

and assist clients when conducting their field 

work.31 Florida has given its more than 2,300 foster 

care caseworkers smartphones and laptops with 

built-in cameras to capture images with time and 

location information they can upload to the state’s 

online database, along with the caseworker’s 

notes from site visits and interviews. The new 

approach has led to a 30 percent increase in 

home visits, better reporting on child welfare cases 

and more compliance in Miami-Dade County.32

32

165
M O R E  T H A N 

K

2 , 3 0 0
Florida has given its more than 

    
foster care caseworkers smartphones 
and laptops with built-in cameras to 

capture images with time and location 
information that they can upload to the 

state’s online database.

Determine how your organization will use 
mobile devices, whether it be to access, 
receive, transmit or store health information.

Assess the threat and vulnerabilities 
that mobile devices present to your 
organization and its data.

Require passwords, passcodes, PIN numbers 
or other forms of authentication.

Make sure mobile devices lock after 
a specified period of inactivity.

Ensure mobile devices either have built-in 
encryption or that encryption capabilities 
can be installed on the device.

Disable or don’t install file-sharing 
applications.

Install security software and firewalls on 
all devices and task your IT department with 
ensuring this software is regularly updated.

Train employees, via required self-directed 
learning modules or in-person sessions, on 
how to protect privacy and data security.

Develop a legal user agreement for 
employees who intend to use their personal 
devices for work-related tasks. 

What You’re Doing:

There are several resources 
available for help agencies 

implement secure mobility. For 

instance, the Healthcare Information 

and Management Systems Society 

offers a mobile security toolkit 

at HIMSS.org. And the HHS 

provides extensive information 

on mobile privacy and security at 

HealthIT.gov. Both HealthIT.Gov 

and the HIMSS Mobile Security 

Toolkit provide a helpful checklist 

that agencies should keep in 

mind when they deploy mobile 

technology. Key steps include:

M O B I L E  H E A LT H  A P P S  A R E 
AVA I L A B L E  F O R  D O W N L O A D 
I N  T H E  I T U N E S  A N D  A N D R O I D 
S T O R E S .  O N E  S T U DY  E S T I M AT E D 
T H AT  5 0 0  M I L L I O N  P E O P L E  W I L L 
H AV E  U S E D  T H E S E  A P P S  BY  2 0 1 5 .

Sect ion  Five

S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

T
O

C
K

.C
O

M

HHS_Section5.indd   32HHS_Section5.indd   32 7/29/16   9:26 AM7/29/16   9:26 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

Special  Report
     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3



Individuals with physical and developmental 
disabili  es, substance abuse issues, and/or mental illnesses 
will all require an increasing number of public health and human 
services as they age. Services to people with these special needs 
and older Americans are o  en delivered at home or within 
community se   ngs. To meet this increasing demand for services, 
agencies must con  nue to stretch budgets further through IT 
moderniza  on projects that drive business effi  ciencies and 
mobile solu  ons that support fi eld-based caseworkers.

Mediware, an industry leader for more than 20 years, helps HHS 
agencies and managed care organiza  ons work smarter with proven 
cloud-based so  ware-as-a-service (SaaS) solu  ons that benefi t 
caseworkers and administrators:
• Connect payers, providers, caregivers and consumers within 

a fully integrated system, and provide a global client record 
that follows each user through the con  nuum of care 

• Conduct remote client assessments to reduce duplicate entry 
and human error, while freeing caseworkers to work with 
more consumers

• Manage person-centered services to adults, seniors, clients with 
disabili  es and others at home and within community se   ngs to 
maximize resources and improve outcomes

• Analyze consumer and program data
to provide insights into overall program 

eff ec  veness via powerful dashboards, and 
guide future service improvements and 

program development 

Today, more than 1,000 HHS 
organiza  ons across 40 states rely 
on Mediware solu  ons to be  er 
coordinate and manage delivery 
across the spectrum of care. 

Mediware modules support 
programs in aging, intellectual and 

developmental disabilities, behavioral 

health, adult protective services, homelessness and more. 
Mediware’s SaaS options provide access anywhere, anytime 
via the web or mobile devices, reducing IT infrastructure 
costs and implementation times – and its highly configurable 
options let agencies apply changes across many systems as 
their requirements evolve.

 A SMARTER 
WAY TO SERVE

To learn more, visit www.mediware.com/human-services/ or simply dial 888-633-4927.

Mediware SaaS solu  ons allow HHS agencies to cost eff ec  vely 
monitor and provide high-quality, person-centered care.

C O N S U M E R S  &  C A R E G I V E R S
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Connec  ng the 

Human Services 
Ecosystem

Mediware solu  ons 
empower administrators, 

caseworkers, providers, 
caregivers and consumers 

to work collabora  vely 
within integrated systems 

— providing all 
par  cipants 

with real-  me, 
role-based 

visibility into 
the en  re 

con  nuum 
of care.

S P O N S O RED C O N T EN T
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giving agencies a new option for 
modernization — one that reduces the 
risk of cost overruns and deployment 
delays while enhancing the fl ow of 
data among related programs. 

But the technology transformation 
won’t stop there. Infl uential federal 
agencies like CMS are supporting 
greater use of standard off -the-shelf 
software and cloud-based services 
instead of traditional custom-developed 
systems. The goal is to help agencies 
reduce their focus on technology 
development and have the fl exibility 
to iterate with their technology as the 
policies and business needs evolve.

“Looking at quality and access; 
that’s where we want states to be,” 
says CMS’ Kahn. 

The push toward standardized 
solutions also includes eff orts to 
deepen the pool of vendors selling 
to the HHS market, particularly by 
attracting innovative new fi rms into 
the sector. In the Medicaid space, 
CMS is establishing a certifi cation 
process that will let vendors off er 
pre-tested solutions to meet the 
agency’s functionality requirements. 
It’s also trying to make the market 
less intimidating to newcomers.

“[New companies] have to be 
willing to work with government 
and that doesn’t always send warm 

Conclus ion

A TRANSFORMATION 
IN PROGRESS

H

and fuzzy feelings to everyone,” says 
Kahn. “We need to listen to them. 
What are the challenges? What 
would make it a more hospitable 
business model? We need to work 
with the states to balance the risk.”

None of this, of course, will be easy. 
It will demand massive changes in how 
HHS agencies work internally, how 
they interact with other departments 
and programs, and how they plan and 
deploy critical technology systems. 

“Part of the reality right now is that 
folks are discovering how much it 
takes to move the culture in these big 
institutional areas,” says Wareing Evans. 
“Even with all that’s going on with 
technology, how do you make it happen 
from a service delivery perspective? 
We’ve operated in these silos for so 
long — you cannot underestimate 
the scope of cultural shift required 
to shift long-standing approaches.”

Yet you can see the future taking 
shape. New York State is using 
outcome-based payments to incent 
hospitals and safety net providers 
to collaborate and provide more 
integrated and holistic care. Colorado is 
giving primary care providers, regional 
collaboratives and Medicaid offi  cials 
online access to sophisticated data to 
help them identify areas of high need 
and improve care management. Hawaii 
is building a modular technology 
platform that will seamlessly connect 
multiple HHS programs and allow 
them to interact in new ways. And 
Wisconsin is pioneering the use of 
innovative cloud-based services to run 
its Medicaid program.

These are just some of the ways 
agencies are shifting toward a new HHS 
model — one that’s more integrated, 
data driven, modern and eff ective. The 
transformation isn’t complete, but it’s 
getting closer every day.

HHS POLICIES AND 
SYSTEMS MAY BE IN A 
STATE OF TRANSITION, but 
we can see which way they are 
headed. Individual programs 
— and the technology behind 
them — are becoming more 
integrated as policymakers 
seek to treat individuals and 
families more holistically. 

At the same time, the fi eld is 
becoming more science- and 
evidence-based. Advances in 
neuroscience are reshaping how 
programs interact with clients, 
and better data analytics tools 
are giving policymakers quick 
feedback on the eff ectiveness 
of their eff orts. In some cases, 
HHS programs are taking a cue 
from national retailers, adopting 
techniques developed to entice 
shoppers and using them to nudge 
citizens toward healthier choices.

“We’re talking with leaders 
around the country who 
are seriously exploring how 
behavioral economics can 
play a part in our work,” says 
APHSA’s Wareing Evans. 

As the policy landscape evolves, 
technology has never been better 
positioned to support it. Platform-
based and modular systems are 

Conclusion_Ack_Back.indd   34Conclusion_Ack_Back.indd   34 7/29/16   9:21 AM7/29/16   9:21 AM

100 Blue Ravine Road
Folsom, CA 95630
916-932-1300
www.erepublic.com

Page #

__________Designer __________Creative Dir. 

__________Editorial __________Prepress

__________Other ____________OK to go

5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100 5      25    50     75    95   100

BLACK
YELLOW

MAGENTA
CYAN

Special  Report
     CMY grey         T1       T2       T3



CHILD WELFARE – A child-centric view helps 
agencies coordinate an integrated response. 

Caseworkers can automatically create and route abuse 
and neglect cases to supervisors, and send alerts in 
high-risk cases. Online maps and other resources 
enable supervisors to assign investigators based on 
experience, skills and proximity. Mobile functions may 
allow employees to access case materials from a 
laptop and easily dictate notes via a cell phone. These 
effi  ciencies can enable them to spend more time with 
individual at-risk children and families. 

WOMEN, INFANTS AND CHILDREN (WIC) – 
Robust reporting and data-centric insights help 

offi  cials better measure health outcomes as well as 
prevent fraud, waste and abuse. Caseworkers can gain 
mobility and scheduling effi  ciencies, which allows 
them to focus more on one-to-one services and 
nutrition education for clients.
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To fi nd out how Microsoft solutions can help HHS local, state and federal agencies 
reduce IT risk and improve outcomes, visit www.microsoft.com/government. 

Helping 
HHS Agencies 
Make a Bigger 
Impact with 
Vulnerable 
Populations

Modernizing decades-old IT systems can pose 
serious risks for public agencies, but also 

provides them with opportunities to improve their 
operations and service to their constituents. Health 
and human services (HHS) agencies increasingly 
realize they must make the transition to succeed in 
today’s environment.

Microsoft can help lower the risk with fl exible, easily 
confi gured software-as-a-service solutions that have key 
compliance, regulatory and security requirements built 
in. These solutions can shrink development time and 
capital costs, delivering quick victories to HHS agencies.

At the same time, Microsoft health analytics solutions 
combine diverse data types in ways never before 
possible, creating actionable intelligence. Together, 
these solutions can help HHS agencies enhance 
services for the most vulnerable populations and 
improve service delivery and outcomes.

Following are two program areas where Microsoft 
solutions make an impact:

SPONSORED CONTENT
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IBM Watson Health is pioneering the use of cognitive 

technologies that understand, reason and learn;  

technologies that can help Health and Human Services 

organizations unlock the potential of data and analytics 

to improve service delivery. 

Check us out online at:  

http://ibm.co/socialprograms  
to learn how Watson Health solutions are working  

to help Health and Human Services organizations  

enhance, scale and accelerate human expertise to 

transform their programs. 

© Copyright IBM Corporation 2016. IBM, the IBM logo and ibm.com are trademarks of International Business Machines Corp., registered in many jurisdictions worldwide. Other product and service 
names might be trademarks of IBM or other companies. A current list of IBM trademarks is available on the Web at “Copyright and trademark information” at www.ibm.com/legal/copytrade.

Transforming how health 

and human service  

organizations can fund,  

regulate, deliver and  

measure programs
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Experience the commitment®

cgi.com/hhs

 Transformation  
Without the Trauma

Complex modernization programs require leadership across 
many stakeholders, experience in navigating requirements and 
expert integration of data across multi-vendor ecosystems.

CGI’s ModernSI
management and governance of health and human services  
IT projects, but the critical work of data integration in an era of 
modular and agile deployments.

With deep expertise in both HHS programs and technology, 
 

systems — and so much more.
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