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[bookmark: _fwiadrhrttvy]Research plan 
[bookmark: _m6zcvkcr30ak]Problem: Government offerings and systems are complex and overwhelming for applicants 
[bookmark: _2idf6tot6ip]Systems and government departments were not optimized for the scale of the problem
More people are in need of help from the social safety net than we’ve seen in generations. Many are people who have never applied for government assistance of any kind until now. Some of those will need help from a combination of programs. Beneficiaries are struggling to figure out what they might be eligible for and how to apply. Thousands of people are likely to leave money on the table because they can’t figure out how to get benefits, don’t think they qualify, or are denied because of usability and accessibility problems in systems and processes.
States are struggling to provide these benefits efficiently and effectively as the scale of need is enormous, straining staffing and technology. They’re also changing operations and waiving requirements because there aren’t jobs to be had in many sectors, and in-person interactions for ID verification and counseling are impossible. 
[bookmark: _vhxn9qqqyeaq]CARES Act sought to fill gaps in the safety net but added complexity
In March, 2020, COVID-19 shelter-in-place orders and other types of lockdowns implemented for the health and safety of the general population spiked unemployment rates from some of the lowest in decades to the highest since the Great Depression. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, unemployment went from 3.6% nationally in January to 14.7% in April. In April, 20.5 million jobs were lost. Preliminary estimates for May show another 9 million jobs lost.
On March 27, Congress passed and on March 28 the president signed the CARES Act, which, among other things
· extends unemployment assistance to freelancers, independent consultants, and gig workers who can’t work because of COVID-19 through Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA)
· gives all those with current claims an extra $600 per week through Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC)
· allows people who have exhausted their unemployment benefits to get up to 13 additional weeks of benefits through Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation (PEUC) 
While these are national problems, the programs for addressing them are delivered by state governments. 
[bookmark: _xvzl4uovlos]Recovery will be slow and marked with setbacks 
As of June 1, 2020 we begin a recovery phase as states start to reopen. Joblessness may decrease slowly, too. Another feature of the CARES Act, the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) will run out for most businesses that took part in July. This may bring some employees back to work. It will likely send new people to unemployment assistance because their jobs either don’t exist anymore or the businesses they worked for can’t reopen yet. 
 In the meantime, millions of people have exhausted what little savings they might have had before the COVID-19 pandemic hit. Personal bankruptcies are likely to rise. Even with expanded unemployment benefits, people may face evictions. We could see homelessness on a scale we haven’t seen in generations. 
At the same time, there is evidence that people are leaving their houses more. Springtime weather pulls people outdoors. Key holidays like Mother's Day and Memorial Day were reasons for people to gather. While some school graduations went online, some went on with social distancing -- and families celebrated together, in person. All of these may lead to upticks in COVID-19 cases. And, with protests in several major cities over the death of George Floyd and incarceration of many protesters, we may see additional clusters of cases. 
State disability programs may be strained with people filing disability insurance claims because they’ve had COVID-19. Many people who survive COVID-19 will be permanently disabled and are likely to end up on Medicare and Social Security disability programs. 
Paid family leave programs will continue to be strained. Demand on Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programs (SNAP) and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) will grow.
[bookmark: _xsk7tzklwa6t]The public must learn how to navigate the range of programs to maximize benefits, but fear errors that will get them in trouble 
People applying for benefits are confused by how unemployment and other programs are being delivered by states, and frustrated by long wait times to receive cash assistance. They learn about programs from friends, family, and social media, which aren’t always the most reliable sources. 
State and federal agencies, in the rush to roll out urgent programs, do a poor job of helping applicants know what to do and how to do it. Poor implementation of government policies in user interfaces to state government systems has ripple effects of poor delivery of services across channels, backlogs, and unanswered phone calls. The user experience is frustration, lack of control, anxiety, and massively degraded trust in government. 
[bookmark: _dgpy4lveifga]This project will bring to light how difficult it is to get benefits to communities
We know this, objectively. But what is the day-to-day experience like, and how could policy be refined to mitigate these issues? 
· Qualitative, ethnographic (to the extent possible without travel) research aimed at understanding the experience of UI eligible populations and how certain policy or programmatic changes would improve outcomes and delivery.
· Create artifacts (based on the research) that would bring lawmakers or agency leaders closer to seeing their work through the users of their policy, including what is currently broken about the process, barriers to access, and ways in which vulnerable communities are excluded (intentionally and unintentionally).

Starting with work we have already conducted in California, but expanding to other locations as we can find participants and work with community partners, we will explore more deeply the challenges that individuals and communities are experiencing through interviews with individuals, families, and groups. 
We’ll partner with policy analysts to translate the qualitative data into meaningful recommendations to changes to legislation and state implementation to close gaps for people most in need. 
[bookmark: _mc4tkvgpl6s7]Objective of the study 
Gain insights about the experiences that Americans  have with applying for unemployment and other benefits, where they’re getting information about benefits, and what their personal outcomes have been so far. 
[bookmark: _bgwiyn9m5ff9]Goals 
The overall goal of the project is to help inform draft legislation and policy making to close gaps in existing benefits. In addition, we want to: 
· demonstrate that this is how making policy decisions should work: learn from the folks affected before designing with and for them to shift the policy world 
· bring to light how difficult it is to get benefits to communities, and increase access to government benefits 
· represent experiences of people who are eligible for unemployment assistance and circulate insights and findings that incite lawmakers to act 
We intend to describe discrete actions government can take to “fix” experiences, and get them in front of policymakers by July 31 (expiry of current CARES act)

[bookmark: _ix9tcalv4qfq]Research questions 
· What do people know about the existing and new options for unemployment and other benefits? 
· Where are people getting their information about safety net benefits? 
· How aware are people that there are new programs that they may be eligible for? 
· How common is it that people applying for unemployment and other benefits have done so in the past? 
· What’s the experience like for people who are most in need and applying for benefits from multiple programs, such as unemployment, SNAP, and WIC? 
· How are people coping while they wait for benefits to come through? 
[bookmark: _wu609rmv4rbk]Expected outcomes 
· Understanding of specific inflection points for benefit applicants and challenges they face in getting benefits they are qualified and eligible for. 
· Individual stories illustrating a range of situations and circumstances in which Americans are experiencing interactions with benefits systems during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
[bookmark: _hczl3dp8zizp]Methods
Exploratory interviews that are 30- to 60-minutes long, conducted over video (such as Zoom, Bluejeans, Hangouts, whatsapp, etc) or phone.  Each session will be led by one researcher. There may be a notetaker along, as well as other observers (like partners from New America or CBOs.) 
Interview questions will be open-ended, based on high level focus questions and specific themes. We’ll invite policy makers and other partners to listen in on interviews. We may also set up “listening sessions” in which we facilitate a group of partners / policy makers listening to select recordings or highlight reels. 
[bookmark: _tzs9e97urj67]Format of sessions, questions, and themes
Conversational, between researcher and participant. Participants can also invite partners and family members for the interview.  
Conveying recent past experience and / or questions participants have about something they’re about to do in trying to get benefits 
Possible artifact to use: Ask participants to draw out a diagram / journey of their experience, or react to / fill in / customize a generic one to reflect their experience
Themes we’re listening for (keeping in mind the goal is to inform policy recommendations for safety net services) 
	Barriers
	Pain points 
	Time and waiting 
	Breakthroughs 
	Relationships and influences 
	Tech / government attitudes
	


In interviews, we may ask questions like these: 
· Tell us about your working situation – are you working now? What kind of work have you been doing? 
· Have you ever applied for unemployment before? When? What was that like? What happened? 
· How did you know what to do? Where did you get information about it? 
· Have you ever applied for other state benefits before, like food stamps?  
· What about other kinds of services like food banks -- is that something you’re using? 
· [If they’ve never applied before:] How’re you learning about what your options are? What do you think you’ll get out of it? How long do you expect it to take to get help from the state? 
· Are there any types of benefits you wish the state could provide?

We will conduct some interviews in Spanish. We may conduct interviews in other languages, as well. 
[bookmark: _iazvxoemf76k]Preparation 
· Define on goals and research questions 
· Define participant characteristics 
· Identify sources of participants and connect with those sources 
· Set up spreadsheets and calendars for screening, selecting, and scheduling participants 
· Draft an interview guide
· Draft a form for the 2-pagers 
· Figure out  a mechanism for paying participants 
· Set up weeklies for the team 
· Set up weeklies for CBOs 
· Set up folders for data storage 
· Find a transcription service 
· Get with NELP on helping participants who need support getting through the processes of applying for help
· Collect mental health and other resources to share with participants who may be experiencing trauma before or after the interview
[bookmark: _iug0o01pvuve]Participants
[bookmark: _ifu5biq4h9rs]Characteristics
People in the study will be from a range of U.S. geographic areas and backgrounds, collected in a convenience sample. Generally, participants must be at least 18 years old and out of work (or working on reduced hours). They should be at least thinking about applying for unemployment assistance, if not already claiming. They may be anywhere in the process -- applying, waiting, certifying, etc. They might even have been denied.
[bookmark: _44j47ex4h0ur]Sourcing  
We’ll source interview participants nationally through our own networks, with help from New America, and through serendipitous snow ball recruiting, focusing on people in the most need. We’ll see what our sample looks like in the beginning, conduct some interviews, and then adjust our recruiting strategy as we see what we’re learning. We anticipate doing between 20 and 50 interviews. 
We have some contacts and opportunities in several states, including TN, NJ, RI, KS, DC, OR, WA , and CA. 
[bookmark: _btsudb85z]Screening and scheduling 
We will start by pooling participant information in one spreadsheet. Individual researchers will “claim” participants, and then contact their claimed participant to make introductions, set up times to talk, and then confirm with each participant ahead of each session. 

[bookmark: _noy2vnlx4u3x]Data collection 
Verbal protocol 
	Questions people have / had about getting benefits 
	
Video / audio 
Researcher notes 
Screening questions 
Closing demographic questions 
Diagrams or drawings? 
Photos of artifacts? 
Links to websites where participants got information or applied for benefits


[bookmark: _zd4ht4kmus3v]Assumptions
We can find enough of the kinds of folks we want to learn from who will be willing to tell us their stories. 
Stories will be generalizable enough across communities, geographies, and government agencies to allow us to provide actionable recommendations to policy makers. (This is something we all want, & if we don’t find it we should be careful to recognize that.)
Over-recruiting for people of color in underserved areas will give us qualitative data about people in the most need. 
Interviewing people who are trying to get new or further benefits, in a very unusual context, will generate insights that will apply to people already receiving benefits, or trying to get them in more ordinary contexts.
Our language competencies as a team will be enough to draw a fair picture of the experience of people excluded from participation for language reasons.
Community-based organizations will be willing to help us find individuals, and will have the resources to help us. 
Every researcher brings the biases of their race, class, and experiences. We can consciously, thoughtfully, and with careful awareness identify and challenge the biases and assumptions we all bring, with openness, supporting one another.
Assuring anonymity of people especially those with different residential statuses will increase participation, and allow people to have candid conversations.  
[bookmark: _zd4ht4kmus3v]Risks
Events and externalities may affect the availability of participants.
Events and externalities may affect the entire policy context. 
Recounting stories for our interviews may cause additional trauma to participants dealing with very difficult situations.
The timing of our study may be too late to capture the initial experience people had trying to get benefits -- but may reflect more the after effects.
We may not be able to collect the optimal range of stories to give a complete picture of the experience people are having trying to get benefits. 


[bookmark: _d7r7uxjdprqc]Team and staffing  
The team will be led by Dana Chisnell  of Project Redesign.  Other researchers include 
Aesclinn Donohue 
Cyd Harrell 
Ginny Hunt
Gina Kim 
Rebecca Michelson 
Alberto Rodriguez Alvarez
Lindsey Wagner
Each researcher comes with different personal and professional experiences and networks. This diversity also brings a diverse set of perspectives. This will be important to how we interpret observations and develop actionable recommendations. 
We also have budget / cost tracking, and project management help from Angela Holden at NCoC. 
Our key partners at New America are 
Tara McGuinness
Vivian Graubard 
Crystal Yan 
Nikki Zeichner 

[bookmark: _24veu3y0c5v9]Schedule and deliverables 
We propose to deliver the final report at the end of June. However, we expect to give readouts and deliver draft insights each week during the research through briefs and conference calls. Partners and policy makers should have actionable information from the first few interviews starting Week 2. 
In addition to the tasks outlined below, the Project Redesign team is open to attending community meetings, caucus and table meetings, and webinars for information gathering, and collecting observations from other channels, such as social media listening.  
	Date
	Tasks

	Week 1
	· Project kickoff 
· Research planning
· Connect with community organizations to begin recruiting participants 

	Week 1
	· Write interview guide
· Develop consents, etc.
· Start recruiting and scheduling participants 	
· Pilot test interview guide

	Week 2
	· Brief research team on protocol & plan 
· Rehearse / dry run interviews
· Set up data collection tools
· Conduct interviews

	Week 2
	· Conduct interviews
· Continue recruiting and scheduling participants
· Weekly readouts cross-team, with policy makers, and anyone New America wants to invite 
· Schedule a readout / workshop with community based organizations who partnered

	Week 3-4
	· Start synthesizing data and drafting scenarios and visualizations 

	Week 3-4
	· Pull together final reporting and recommendations
· Schedule final presentation 

	Week 5
	Workshop with CBOs that partnered with us

	Week 6
	Deliver final report



[bookmark: _24veu3y0c5v9]Deliverables 
· Interview protocol that New America and partners can use to continue the study or expand the study
· Raw notes and initial insights from each interview
· Recordings or clips from some interviews 
· 2-page, publishable profile / stories from each interview 
· Visualizations aggregating research data about the user experience to illustrate process, steps, pain points, beliefs and assumptions, and other salient elements -- all in support of and illustrative of policy recommendations
· Weekly readouts to New America, NCoC, and other partners about what we’re seeing and hearing in interviews in briefings and / or emails 
· Final report 

[bookmark: _hqnfrlw0c6gj]Resources
Unemployment filing failures (Economic Policy Institute) 
Bringing Social Safety Net Benefits Online (Code for America) 
COVID-19 and Food Assistance by the Numbers (Code for America) 
But what happens if they run out? (Washington Post) 
An ‘avalanche of evictions’ could be bearing down on America’s renters (NY Times) 
Framing COVID (FrameWorks Institute)
Project folder with other articles and background information

[bookmark: _fy6jbpei9es2]Recruiting outreach, etc.  
Blurb about the project 
We want to learn from you what it’s like to go through the process of learning about and applying for unemployment assistance and other benefits right now. We’re looking for folks across the U.S. to spend 30 to 60 minutes with an interviewer online between June 1 and June 25.
We hope to learn what questions people have about the process of applying for unemployment assistance and other benefits. We will use the information in this study to recommend changes or updates to federal and state laws.We want to learn from you what it’s like to go through the process of learning about and applying for unemployment assistance and other benefits right now. We’re looking for folks across the U.S. to spend 30 to 60 minutes with an interviewer online between June 1 and June 25.
We hope to learn what questions people have about the process of applying for unemployment assistance and other benefits. We will use the information in this study to recommend changes or updates to federal and state laws.
You must be at least 18 years old to take part in the study.
We will do interviews by video or phone. We prefer video, and we can use whatever app you like to use for video calls. If you will do an interview by video, you must be able to do a 30-minute call over the internet using Facetime, Skype, Hangouts, Zoom, or your favorite app. For phone or video, you must be willing to talk to a stranger for 30 to 60 minutes.
If you want to volunteer to be in this study, please answer these questions. (This is so we can determine whether you qualify and how to contact you if you do.)
We’ll need your email address to make an appointment for the study, but otherwise, we’re not collecting any personally identifying information.
This is independent research, which is part of Project Redesign at the National Conference on Citizenship in cooperation with New America. Your personal information will NOT be shared or reported. Your participation in this questionnaire and / or the study we’re conducting has no bearing on whether you get cash or other assistance and if you do, how much.

You must be at least 18 years old to take part in the study.
We will do interviews by video or phone. We prefer video, and we can use whatever app you like to use for video calls. If you will do an interview by video, you must be able to do a 30-minute call over the internet using Facetime, Skype, Hangouts, Zoom, or your favorite app. For phone or video, you must be willing to talk to a stranger for 30 to 60 minutes.
If you want to volunteer to be in this study, please answer these questions. (This is so we can determine whether you qualify and how to contact you if you do.)	Comment by Gina Kim: Whoever owns this form, could you give us access to see the questions?	Comment by Alberto Rodriguez Alvarez: It's loaded on the NCoC drive. 

Link: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1UZbPei8W2yHnb-MlkRk5iQcMsXvzJrI1S_poL5id3Yk/edit?usp=drive_web
We’ll need your email address to make an appointment for the study, but otherwise, we’re not collecting any personally identifying information.
This is independent research, which is part of Project Redesign at the National Conference on Citizenship in cooperation with New America. Your personal information will NOT be shared or reported. Your participation in this questionnaire and / or the study we’re conducting has no bearing on whether you get cash or other assistance and if you do, how much.



Emails to networks new
· To people connected with orgs
Hi,
[One sentence intro of yourself]. I am partnering with National Conference on Citizenship in cooperation with New America to better understand the experience that Americans have with applying for unemployment and other benefits, where they’re getting information about benefits, and what their personal outcomes have been so far.
My team will take the findings and present it to folks who can influence public policy. Our goal is that through advocating the voices of people affected by these processes, we can better shape upcoming legislation.
We would like to talk to individuals who have applied for or are currently in the process of applying for unemployment benefits. Some of these benefits include:
· Stimulus checks
· Safety-net programs, such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Housing assistance, Refundable Tax Credit (EITC)

· Unemployment assistance, such as Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA), Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC),Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation (PEUC)
I am reaching you because I was wondering if you have any leads on individuals, families or if you could connect me to community-based organizations who can help my team and I look for participants for this project. Generally, participants must be at least 18 years old and out of work (or working on reduced hours). They should be at least thinking about applying for unemployment assistance, if not already claiming. 

Please let me know and I’ll be happy to provide more context.
Thanks,
· Additional optional blurb:
We recognize how much our communities and the families you serve have been impacted by COVID across the board. We’re working to lift up voices and experiences of hard working families whose jobs, businesses and pocketbooks have been hard hit. 
Together with you, we hope that by sharing the experiences of hard working families with government and community leaders we can do our small part to improve how folks can more easily get the resources they deserve during these hard times. 
Emails to participants to introduce the project 
Emails to participants to set and confirm appointments 
[bookmark: _4zxwt87oz6z8]
[bookmark: _kxyqcanhlxdn]Tools for Recording Research Interviews
We are not formally transcribing and coding these interviews, it might be useful to reference recordings during interview analysis and writing.  Few tools offer both recording video or phonecalls and transcribing in one. Often you may need to record your call or video and input that data into a transcription service. 
· Zoom, Google Hangouts, and Skype can record videos (Whereby too)
· For phone calls:
· Rev Call Recorder app  (free to record), US phone numbers only
· You can make a call on Whatsapp on a Mac desktop and record it with the Voice Memos app on an iPhone
· You can call a phone number from Zoom and record the call
· Transcription
· Otter.Ai (you have 600 free minutes of recording, you can import 3 interviews for free) 
· Temi.com (free trial for 45 min, otherwise: .25 cents/min)
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