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Tips for Increasing LIHEAP
Application Completion Rates

M any households who apply for LIHEAP, and qualify for assistance, may not receive the assistance they
need because they often do not complete the application process. Although there are a variety of
reasons why an applicant may not complete or abandon an application, there are some common reasons
intake agencies may encounter.

Some of these reasons include: applicants are not properly prepared with required documentation when
they apply for the first time, a misunderstanding of or lack of knowledge of what constitutes an eligible
household, technical difficulties that applicants face when attempting to submit their documents electroni-
cally, and privacy concerns when submitting documentation. The most common reason applications aban-
don their LIHEAP applications is that the applicant does not submit the required documents prior to their
first appointment.

This brief will highlight some of the most common challenges to application completion as well as highlight
common solution strategies used by LIHEAP grantees.

The chances of achieving complete applications are much higher if the applicants are well-prepared with the
required documents they need to submit. According to some LIHEAP Grantees', if applicants have to return
for a second application attempt, they will likely abandon their application.

It is important the applicant be well-informed on what they need to bring to the appointment prior to the
first time they apply. One missing document can result in a need for a second appointment. If the applicant
knows exactly what they need prior to their initial application process, and is well-prepared, they have a
much higher likelihood of completing their application. The examples in this issue brief will highlight some of
the approaches that other grantees are taking to address issues in LIHEAP application completion rates.

Nevada

When an incomplete application is received in Nevada, the state sends the applicant a request for the re-
qguired documentation and gives ten days to submit that information. The state encourages case managers
to obtain the required verification documents through alternative methods, such as obtaining it from anoth-
er program or making a phone call directly to the applicant’s landlord.
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Approximately 21% of Nevada LIHEAP applications
were denied in FY 2019 due to incomplete applica-
tions. These denials are mostly due to a failure by
the applicant to respond to the request for addi-
tional information. Denial reasons in Nevada are
reported to be because the verification documen-
tation is not submitted when it is requested by the
agency. Nevada is currently working towards re-
structuring the organization and methods of their
operations to a greater utilization of computers
and new technologies to increase program effi-
ciencies in the future”.

Maine

Maine, which has an application abandonment
rate of 7.9% in FY 2019, has undertaken an appli-
cation improvement process that aims at simplify-
ing the application process and implementing
measures to help ensure applicants bring all infor-
mation and documentation needed to complete a
full application at the initial intake appointment.
Maine is also working with sub-grantees to ensure
the right questions are asked to ensure the appli-
cant know exactly what they need to bring in or-
der to complete the application. This approach is
proactive in that the intake workers seek to re-
duce barriers and incomplete documentation prior
to the initial application.

Florida

Some states, such as Florida, may experience vast-
ly different application abandon rates among re-
gions, but share a common factor in the cause of
those incompletions. Seven Florida counties re-
ported application abandonment rates ranging
from 0% to 30% for FY 2018. However, all of these
Florida regions report the same factor as causing
those rates—applicants do not have the required
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documentation. One promising solution identified
by regional intake sites is to fully prepare the ap-
plicant for the appointment by educating them
regarding what documents they need to provide
to verify and establish their eligibility.

In Tallahassee’s service area for example, appli-
cants (prior to their initial appointment) are given
a checklist and verbally informed of what docu-
ments they need to provide. The Tallahassee
agency also provides a courtesy appointment the
following day to prevent the applicant from calling
the appointment line again. They are given 24
hours to return with the required documentation.

Sarasota County, Florida agency provides outreach
to low-income apartment complexes where vul-
nerable populations live, by providing the service
at their place of residence". This strategy is effec-
tive because it allows for the information to be
readily available for the applicant—being they are
at their place of residence”. The Sarasota County
agency even provides a computer and printer to
assist the applicants in gathering and submitting
their documentation.

In the Lecanto, Florida service area, applicants re-
ceive mailed-in information as well as home visits.
The Lecanto service area agency mails the appli-
cant information so they know that if the required
documents are not submitted, the assistance can
and will likely be delayed if the application is not
completed in its entirety.

Tennessee

According to the LIHEAP office’, applicants in Ten-
nessee tend to not finish their applications mainly
due to their inability to obtain income information
from past employers, missing declaration of zero-
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income, expired identification cards and not being
able to provide Social Security cards or pay stubs.

The LIHEAP administrator in Tennessee identified
the most effective strategy in addressing these
causes of incomplete applications to be following
up with the applicant via telephone call to see if
they would like to re-apply or if they need further
assistance with collecting missing and required
documentation. Some Tennessee agencies even
allow applicants to text pictures of information to
the agency and use the agencies printers to print
of required documents using a secure information
sharing platform, which is often user and pass-
word protected. Transmitting personal infor-
mation over the internet or using technology,
should be carefully developed with security and
privacy in mind. In-home visits are provided for
homebound applicants and the agency staff phys-
ically highlights important information on materi-
als for the elderly, homebound and those who
have difficulties with reading.

Many households who abandon their applications
may do so when they are required to submit So-
cial Security Numbers for not just the applicant,
but all members of the household. If the house-
hold has what they believe are “ineligible mem-
bers” living in the home, they may not have social
security numbers to provide. In this case, receiv-
ing assistance as a result of failing to disclose inel-
igible household members would be categorized
as fraud, waste or abuse".

As outlined in the Privacy Act of 1974, and ap-
plied to the LIHEAP Program, grantees are prohib-
ited from “mandatory requirements of applicants
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submitting Social Security Numbers from LIHEAP
applicants and denying them assistance if they

Viin

refuse to provide them™”. Statutory changes in
the Privacy Act now authorizes LIHEAP grantees
to either require or not require Social Security
Numbers from not just the applicant, but all

household members.

Due to this statutory change in the Privacy Act in
2010, grantees have discretionary authority to
require Social Security Numbers in the process of

viii

administering their LIHEAP programs™.

It may help an applicant not only decide to apply,
but finish their application, if the grantee edu-
cates the applicant during intake of the exact eli-
gibility requirements and definitions provided by
the Office of Community Services of what defines
an “eligible household” to receive LIHEAP ser-
vices. Educating applicants on the terminology of
eligible household members—and what is not
categorized as ineligible applicants—may have a
positive impact on the number of applicants com-
pleting their applications.

As defined in section 431 of Personal Responsibil-
ity and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996™ (PRWORA), commonly known as the wel-
fare reform law, “qualifying aliens,” are eligible

for LIHEAP assistance”. It would be important for

a household to learn this knowledge.

The Act covers legal permanent residents, refu-
gees, asylees, individuals paroled into the U.S. for
a period of at least 1 year, individuals whose de-
portation has been withheld, individuals granted
conditional entry, and certain individuals who are
victims of domestic abuse. Qualified aliens are
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eligible to receive assistance and services under
the LIHEAP program so long as they meet other
LIHEAP requirements”.

It may help increase application rates if a grantee
provides clear and concise educational materials
through outreach materials that are appropriate
to their agency that clearly explains what consti-
tutes eligible households. Making these guidelines
clear to an applicant will potentially assist in help-
ing decrease concerns that typically lead to appli-
cation abandonment.

Some applicants may simply do not know how to
submit their documents—especially if the agency
utilizes an online application system. In some
households that have vulnerable members, espe-
cially elderly members, understanding new tech-
nologies could be of concern. It may be that they
do not know they can take a photo of their docu-
ments from their phone and send them to the
agency—if that is the case for an agency, and this
could possibly result in an application being aban-
doned. Low-income households may not have ac-
cess to fax machines, scanners or traditional desk-
top and laptop computers"".

The United States Census Bureau released a re-
portXi“, Computer and Internet Use in the United
States: 2016, that reveals only 21% of households

with an income below $25,000 a year had a relia-

ble internet connection. The report also shows
that low-income households are more likely to
exclusively use a smartphone and do not have a
traditional desktop or laptop computer—which
means the smartphone is the exclusive medium
used in the application process. This usage of
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smartphones as opposed to desktops or laptops
can increase the chances of complicated docu-
ment submission, as smartphones do not have tra-
ditional scanning or faxing capabilities that mem-
bers of vulnerable populations might not be famil-
iar with.

Applicants may not understand that submitting
documents thought online application portals is
secure; the agency may want to consider design-
ing outreach materials to help applicants under-
stand the privacy and security of their infor-
mation.

If all households who applied for LIHEAP followed
through with the completion of their application,
many more households would receive the LIHEAP
assistance for which they qualify. Input from LI-

Xiv

HEAP grantees™ show that the most common and
useful strategy to increase application rates. The
grantees highlighted in this issue brief found the
following methods useful for increasing applica-
tion rates; however, there are many ways in which

a program can improve application completion:

. Mail a request for information and give ade-
guate time for applicants to submit that in-
formation.

. Obtain applicants information from another
program, if possible.

. Make applicants aware of the program’s reg-
ular and crisis application processing
timeframes.

. Verbally discuss document requirements
with applicants.
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. Provide a checklist of required documents . Consider including “incomplete denial” in the
prior to the intake appointment. list of grounds for fair administrative hearing.

. Conduct on-site visits at applicants place of . Streamline application form and required
residence. documentation.

. Allow applicants to text information to the . Train intake staff to ask questions relevant to
agency (low-income households are more required documentation.

likely to exclusively use smartphones as op-

posed to desktop computers). Implementing some or some combination of these

strategies will likely enhance the chances of

. Provide printing and scanning services for achieving an increase in application rates and di-
applicants. minish the number of abandoned and incomplete
applications. These methods allows the applicants
e Physically highlight important information on to understand what is required of them before
outreach materials for households with vul- and when they apply, increasing their chances of
nerable populations. completing a LIHEAP application.

This is Issue Brief has been prepared by the LIHEAP Clearinghouse under contract with the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Division of Energy Assistance. The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies
of the Department of Health and Human Services, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, organizations or
program activities imply endorsement by the U.S. Government or compliance with HHS regulations.
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