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“The Federal Government should pursue a comprehensive approach to
advancing equity for all, including people of color and others who have
been historically underserved, marginalized, and adversely affected
by persistent poverty and inequality.”
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Overview

Identify service equity
assessment leads

Join an office hours
with OMB

Conduct the service
equity assessments

Welcome to the Getting Started Guide for conducting Service Equity Assessments. Accompanying
this document is a questionnaire to help facilitate initial conversations as you design your overall
Service Equity Assessment approach. This resource is meant to provide a starting point for further
assessing the equity of your Federal service delivery (using a variety of methods, including
human-centered design research, quantitative analysis, outreach and inclusion of underserved
communities in the design of the assessment and actions moving forward). A team made up of
different offices at OMB, other design and service delivery practitioners across government,
and subject matter experts will be available as you conduct service assessments.
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These are some examples of the types of activities
that may inform the Agencyʼs Equity Assessment.
Further guidance will be provided by DPC.

Agency Equity
Assessment
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Inform the
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Identify Services
Agency leadership should identify 3-5 high impact services
to complete the questionnaire.
A.

Look for: programs that are the agency’s highest-dollar
spend (ex. SNAP), programs that are the agency’s highest
volume of transactions / customers served annually (ex.
Individual Tax Filing), or services that have an outsized
impact on the lives of the people that they serve even
if smaller dollar value or volume (ex. Energy Workers
Program), and those that are specifically designed for
historically underserved communities (ex. 8a Business
Development Program).

B.

Scope it: It may be more appropriate (and more actionable)
in some scenarios if agencies take that “program” and
scope it down to a service. This has a start and an endpoint
(e.g., “Applying for a Farm Loan” instead of “Farm Services
Agency”). This should usually start with a verb (what is an
individual customer actually doing).

Start

Week 1-3

1

Next Steps

C.

Remember: Services don’t have to be benefits programs.
Some high impact services (SNAP, WIC, UI) are used by citizens external to the government, whereas others (General
Services Administration office rentals, Office of Personnel
Management hiring platforms) are used by other groups
within the government, or you may even provide funding /
loan backing to a private sector entity (USDA-RMA, FHA).
A “service” is also: Progressing through a border checkpoint,
submitting to an OSHA workplace audit, searching for
vaccine guidance, visiting a National Park, conducting
an annual food safety certification.

D.

Get help: For more on the definition of a Federal service
(and the 7 types of Federal services), and how to define
start and end points, use this resource: https://www.performance.gov/cx/assets/files/Federal-Service-Worksheet.pptx

100 Days

200 Days
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Coordinate Your Team
Find an appropriate owner within the agency to coordinate a cross-functional
team for each identified service questionnaire.

A.

If the agency has a High Impact Service Provider, consider
them as a starting place to help own and drive this effort.

B.

Some agencies may have newly appointed Senior Advisors
for Delivery at many agencies. These advisors could be
leveraged to help lead this assessment.

C.

This should be a cross-functional team. OMB finds that
program delivery is best assessed when agencies include
front line employees (call center employees, service center
employees, application processors, program integrity or
evaluation offices, and more), new employees, tenured employees, and leaders. This activity should not be assigned
to one person to complete. Also include the individuals that
know back-end program data, CIO representatives, field
staff, communications, policy, program integrity, HR, or
other program operational functions.

Start

Week 1-3

100 Days

2

Next Steps

Owner / Coordinator
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200 Days

Begin the Questionnaire
Agencies may consider directing each team to use the questionnaire
worksheet, and complete as much as they can internally in one month.
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Next Steps

Cross-functional teams should have dedicated time to conduct
the questionnaire and additional assessment activities together,
and gather data or other information they may need.

Service A

Service B
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Service C

Start

Month 1

100 Days

200 Days

Learn More and Refine
Your Insights
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Next Steps

After one month, bring the Service Equity Assessment teams together to
discuss what they learned from completing the questionnaire.

A.

Teams should identify what they found confusing, hard to
answer, data gaps, need for external perspective or additional
expertise, and other areas for further investigation using a
variety of approaches and methods.

B.

Teams can continue to assess the equity of their service
and collaborate to fill common knowledge gaps.

B

Service A

A

Service B
C
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Service C
Assessment activities
to learn more

Start

Month 3

100 Days

Month 3-5

200 Days

Inform the Agency Equity
Assessment
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Next Steps

After completing the initial questionnaire and further assessing the
services, these findings can be incorporated as a key component of
the agency’s overall Equity Assessment.
A.

Teams can summarize their findings (using the worksheet
provided or their own format) and share with the broader
Equity Assessment effort at the agency at least one month
prior to the August 2021 due date.

B.

Each Agency will submit their overall Equity Assessment
to the Domestic Policy Council.

DPC
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Agency

Start

100 Days
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200 Days

Service Equity Assessment
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1

Questionnaire

Service Context
 What was happening in the United States that led to the
creation of this service?
▢ What was the public need, or policy objective, meant to
be achieved with your agency doing this thing?

 What groups / populations does the service seek to serve?
▢ Have those populations changed since inception?
▢ Were any groups purposefully excluded from the
program/service at any point during its history? If yes,
do members of that community report that this exclusion
has an impact on their use of the service today?
▢ Do any groups use this service differently (e.g., an
American citizen, Green card holder, foreign visitor,
or an undocumented individual?)

 What are the main characteristics of your customers that
impact their ability to interact with your program/service?
▢ Do you have data to understand the breakdown of individuals with these characteristics that interact with your
program/service? (e.g., individuals with a disability, single
parents, hourly-wage earners / individuals with multiple
jobs / individuals participating in informal economies,
individuals with limited transportation access, housing
insecurity, limited-proficiency in English, etc.)
▢ When policy changes are made that impact this service,
what processes are in place to ensure underrepresented
communities are engaged and consulted?
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Service Performance on
Equity Issues

2

Questionnaire

▢ Are the primary things reported on to the public, Congress,
or others, outputs? Or outcomes?

 Where are the gaps? Who is not using the service / complying
with the policy (like filing taxes, taking recommended
vaccine series, being taken advantage of by credit card
companies because they don’t know their rights) / generating
the most approvals and denials? (e.g., OSHA considers who
is not reporting workplace safety incidents, rather than those
that are more proactively reporting)

▢ Do you measure the burden placed on participants, both
in terms of time as well as financial cost, of navigating
and utilizing the service?

 Does this program / service currently have any specific roles or
governance structures (e.g., council, underserved population
outreach office, etc.) that focus on Equity?

▢ Do you evaluate any qualitative performance measures
related to potential psychological costs to customers,
such as the stress, frustration, or loss of sense of
autonomy experience when navigating a service?

 Is usability testing consistently integrated into the development
of new services, web applications, and customer-facing administrative processes? Does the agency routinely test, measure, or
audit the usability of existing services with real customers?

 What are the performance measures you hold this program/
service to account (e.g., % of under / over payments, # of
fraud cases pursued, eligible population participation rate,
dollars obligated, reduction in foodborne illness)?

▢ What types of evaluations does your service regularly
conduct to understand the impact of the program? Is it
part of your agency’s Learning Agenda?

 Can you identify a customer segmentation of who interacts
with this service? (e.g., business / family vacation / other
travelers, rural vs. urban business owners, working families /
single parents / seniors?

13

Additional Questions
for Benefits Services

2

Questionnaire

B

 Who is eligible for the benefits of this program? Who actually
benefits from it? Are there populations who are technically
or likely eligible but are under enrolled? Why?
 Are there documented barriers that people of color, people
with disabilities, LGBTQ+ people, women, and others who
have been historically underserved, marginalized, and
adversely affected by persistent poverty and inequality face
with regard to this program or service? Do current policies
address these barriers?
 Can you generate participation rates (# of participants / # of
eligible individuals) by the groups outlined in the definition
of “underserved communities” above?
 Do performance measures on balance emphasize program
integrity and / or quality of services for recipients?
 Is the participation rate regularly and formally evaluated?
When making administrative or regulatory changes to a
program, do you evaluate potential impacts to program
participation?

14

Service Design
Thanks to Lou Downe and the Good Services Scale for some of these
framing questions to ask of public services.

 Does your service require any prior or expert knowledge to
use? (e.g., experience with government processes/procedures)
▢ Why or why not?
▢ What percentage of claimants who successfully received
benefits used third-party support (e.g. non-profit advocacy
organizations, legal counsel) while navigating the service
experience?

 Does your service require an individual to know the name of
a Federal agency or office component? (e.g., having to get a
sense of which part of USDA offers a program)
 Is your service usable by everyone who needs to use it,
regardless of their access to technology, cognitive load
based on other life stresses occurring in that moment, digital
device access, circumstances or abilities, primary language?
▢ Does it require them to learn new rules and ways of
working that are different than other services like yours
they may use?

 Are there any barriers of entry to your service for users
based on (we are an online-only program)?

3

Questionnaire

▢ What they can do?
▢ Who they are?
▢ What they have or don't have access to?

 Is your service available in multiple languages?
 Are decisions about your service clearly communicated?
▢ Do these letters start with legal language or use regulatory or statutory terminology in place of plain language
explanations?

 Does your service direct all users to a clear outcome,
regardless of whether the user is eligible or suitable to use
the service? (e.g., if individuals and some states follow a
different procedure, does it direct them to the right place
where the next step is provided?)
▢ Does your service make it easy for a user to contact a
help desk or other person for assistance?

 Do you offer a call back service if wait time is longer than
5 minutes?
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3

Questionnaire

Service Design
 Does the service look and feel like one service throughout,
regardless of the channel (web, contact center) it is delivered
through?
▢ Please provide a description of why this is/is not the case.

 Do users have to move between different offices / agencies
/ levels of government, get documents from multiple places
(web-pages, supporting documents, etc.)?
▢ How many “touch points” (i.e. unique encounters or
engagements with a government or third-party office) is
a customer likely to have during the service experience?
Is the government office during each of these touch
points looking at the same casefile and information?

 Does the agency measure drop-out rates from the application
process, or conduct usability testing to measure how quickly
a customer is able to navigate a webpage to proceed forward
in selecting a service?
 In 2020 did you complete a U.S. Web Design Standards
Maturity Model Assessment for your service for 21st Century
Integrated Digital Experience Act reporting?

 Is the website accessible on a mobile phone? What do users
without internet / smart phones do?
 Is your service easy to find? Does it use the language that
person a person would actually use (e.g., an individual would
say “file my taxes” whereas it may be called “individual
household filing”…someone who may want to “learn to drive”
would need to find their way to "get a driving license")
▢ Why or why not?

 How can individuals access the status of their application /
completion of a process?
▢ Can they login somewhere?
▢ After submission, do they receive a submission receipt?
▢ After submission, do they have the ability to update their
application to make corrections or provide additional
documentation?
▢ Are they notified via a preferred method (Email, text,
phone call) when their application status changes?
▢ If you need more information from them, in what ways
do you contact them?
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Additional Checklist for
Benefits Service

3

Questionnaire

B

Thanks to Pam Herd, Don Moynihan, and Sebastian Jilke from the McCourt School
of Public Policy at Georgetown University for providing a checklist of known
administrative barriers that adversely affect underserved populations. Use this
as a quick audit to understand which components your service may include.

17

Checklist for Benefits Services: Inequitable Administrative Barriers

Excessive documentation requirements are a substantial
roadblock limiting access to crucial programs and services.
Such barriers are also often unnecessary, such as requiring that
low-income individuals document assets they are unlikely to
have. Indeed, documenting assets is one of the largest barriers
people face when trying to access needed benefits. Other
documentation barriers may be related to requiring the claimant
generate records from third-parties.

Program example: One cross-state study of Medicaid
found that the presence of asset tests was associated with
a 78% reduction in the odds of take-up.1 Asset tests are a
big challenge for low-income Medicare applicants attempting
to access policies that offset their out-of-pocket health care
costs.2 Being in a state with broad based categorical eligibility,
where individuals don’t need to document assets, reduces
‘churn’ (i.e., people rolling off and then back on programs) in
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) by
about a quarter.3

1. Sommers, Tomasi, Swartz and Epstein. 2012. Reasons For The Wide Variation In Medicaid
Participation Rates Among States Hold Lessons For Coverage Expansion In 2014
2. Sommer and Thompson. How Asset Tests Block Low-Income Medicare Beneficiaries from
Needed Benefits
3. Ratcliffe et al. 2016. Asset Limits, SNAP Participation, and Financial Stability

Complicated forms or eligibility formulas that require people
to compile nuanced and complicated information and documentation negatively affect access by increasing compliance and
psychological costs.

Program example: Providing a cross-walk to IRS-housed
tax data has simplified the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) application process. But barriers
remain: very low-income families cannot link to the IRS
data, adding inequality to the application process.4
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4.

Dynarski. 2015. Revisiting FAFSA Simplification

Checklist for Benefits Services: Inequitable Administrative Barriers

Lack of knowledge about programs and their value includes
those who are unaware of programs, mistakenly believe they are
not eligible or underestimating their value.

In-person interviews for eligibility or recertification purposes
reduce access because of transportation, child care, and work
scheduling issues for low wage workers.

Program example: : For the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC), 43% of those eligible were unaware of the program,
33% believed incorrectly they were ineligible and many
underestimated benefits. Mailing simple language explanations of specific benefits increased take up, especially
by the very poor.1 Similarly for the Supplemental Security
Income (SSI), less than 60 percent of individuals age 65 or
older who may be eligible receive the benefit. 2 A study by
the Office of Evaluation Sciences who send letters to adults
65 years or older significantly increased SSI awards.3

Program example: Up to half of SNAP recipients lose
benefits when they recertify despite most being eligible.4
Much of these losses are due to the in-person interview
requirement. For example, SNAP recipients who are allocated
a recertification interview later in the month, leaving less
time to reschedule a missed interview, are 22% less likely
to recertify their status.5 Similar problems can be found for
Unemployment Insurance benefits: One study found that
frequently requiring recertification of unemployment status
led to an average 1.3 week reduction in unemployment
benefits, with half of this effect arising from missed
in-person interviews.6

1. Bhargava and Manoli. 2015. Psychological Frictions and the Incomplete Take-up of Social
Benefits
2. McGarry and Schoeni. 2015. Understanding Participation in SSI
3. Office of Evaluation Sciences. 2015. Increasing SSI takeup

4. Unrath. 2021. Targeting, Screening and Retention: Evidence from California’s Food Stamp
Program
5. Homonoff and Sommerville. 2020. Program Recertification Costs: Evidence from SNAP
6. ABT Associates. 2020. Reemployment and Eligibility Assessment (REA) Program Final Report
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Checklist for Benefits Services: Inequitable Administrative Barriers

Providing only one mode, such as the internet, for benefit
applications, updates, and recertification. Online enrollment
portals improve program access. But many low-income individuals,
elderly individuals, and rural populations lack access to regular
internet and broadband, or have limited technological literacy.
Conversely, as noted, requiring access to be in-person or requiring
pen-and-ink signatures1 can create other barriers.

Frequent recertification to maintain program eligibility, such
as 6 months versus 12 months, increases the likelihood that
individuals lose benefits because they fail to fulfill administrative
requirements rather than that they become ineligible. Routine
post-award reporting requirements, such as having to report
changes in the income, employment status, or household
arrangements, can also reduce continued participation in
benefits programs.

1. Weisman, James. 2020. Signature requirements needlessly delay Social Security Disability benefits

Program example: Clients trying to satisfy work requirements for Medicaid in Arkansas could only provide documentation via an on-line database. But only 40% of the relevant population had access to broadband.1 When the Social
Security Administration limited opening hours of their field
offices, they found a reduction in applications
for their disability program. 2

1. Gangopadhaya et al. 2018. Under Medicaid Work Requirements, Limited Internet Access in
Arkansas May Put Coverage at Risk
2. Deshpande and Li. 2019. Who Are We Screening Out? Application Costs and the Targeting of
Disability Programs

Program example: Lengthening the periods between
recertifications has been shown to offer a higher positive
net impact than other reforms intended to expand the SNAP
program. 3
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3. Unrath. 2021. Targeting, Screening and Retention: Evidence from California’s Food Stamp
Program

Checklist for Benefits Services: Inequitable Administrative Barriers

Restricting post-award communication and notices regarding
beneficiary requirements or recertifications to the minimum
required by statute or regulation. Many benefits programs provide
mail-based notice regarding upcoming recertification requirements.
A single point-of-contact via a single mode will not maximize the
likelihood of successful recertification, especially for beneficiaries
who may have changed addresses or other contact information.
Proactively working to maintain contact information for housing
insecure populations, as well as follow-up notices via phone
calls, text messages, and potentially site visits, can help reduce
loss-of-benefits due to failure to cooperate.

Fees and co-payments reduce access to services and benefits.

Program example: Text messaging has been found to be an
effective intervention for increasing FAFSA renewals.1

Program example: The use of monthly premiums and
copayments for Medicaid services has led to people losing
benefits. Even relatively small fees or copays that generate
negligible revenue become a barrier due to low income
groups forgetting to pay premiums or missing mail reminders2 resulting in increased mortality.3 Likewise, citizenship
applications, when providing a voucher for the application
fee, increased by 41% for low-income groups.4

1. Castleman and Page. 2016. Summer nudging: Can personalized text messages and peer mentor
outreach increase college going among low-income high school graduates?

2. Galewitz. 2018. Indiana Medicaid Drops 25K From Coverage For Failing To Pay Premiums
3. Chandra, Flack and Obermeyer. 2021. The Health Costs of Cost-Sharing
4. Hainmueller et al. A randomized controlled design reveals barriers to citizenship for low-income immigrants
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Checklist for Benefits Services: Inequitable Administrative Barriers

Delays between applying for and receiving benefits
restrict access to needed benefits.

Program examples: Program examples: For Medicaid,
delays in eligibility can restrict access to critical health
care. Some states have presumptive eligibility, which allows
likely eligible people to access benefits, before eligibility is
confirmed, via qualified entities like hospitals and schools.1
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1

Brooks. 2014. Hospital Presumptive Eligibility

4

Questionnaire

Service System
 What other policies or systems does this service interact
with? Do these policies or systems impede or enhance the
policy’s effectiveness in advancing equity? Consider, for
example, market institutions, infrastructure, other federal,
state and local government programs, other federal government
agencies, and agency processes.
 To what degree does your Federal office own the delivery of
this program / service? (e.g., States administered, contractor
vs. Federal employee run service centers, etc.)
 Who are delivery partners that may be implicated or involved
in the system surrounding your program/service? Please
state even if you don’t have direct involvement with them.
(e.g., inter/cross agency, state, local, NGO, private sector)
 How do you hold your delivery partners accountable and/or
influence their behavior? (e.g., service levels, awards, reporting requirements, guidance documents, pay for performance
contracts, regulations)
 Do you currently partner with any outside agencies or
partners to provide subject matter expertise and/or outreach
as it relates to your equity efforts? (e.g., NGOs, underserved
communities, consultants)
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Contact

Equity Assessment
and Executive Order

Service Equity
Assessment

Jamie Keene
Jamie.D.Keene@who.eop.gov

Federal CX Team
cx@omb.eop.gov
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