
Mobile app and digital channels 
provide increased benefits to HHS 
programs in the wake of COVID-19

One of the challenges HHS agencies face 
today involves how citizens access services. 
While sheltering at home, citizens are 
contacting agencies by phone, increasing 
traffic to call centers. The result is often 
long wait times and, in some cases, demand 
outpacing the ability of agencies to respond, 
resulting in increased application backlog 
and challenges with maintaining processing 
timeliness requirements.

HHS agencies persevered through increased 
workload at the start of the pandemic while 
also trying to adjust to working from home. 
As program integrity requirements are 
reintroduced, and with larger overall client 
bases, similar surges in workload can be 
expected as states reopen.

Call centers are experiencing increased 
volume as individuals call with questions 
about their benefits and quickly evolving 
COVID-19 policies. In-person document 
processing capabilities may also be struggling 
with increased volume on top of challenges 
associated with performing this in-person 
(by necessity) work with social distancing 
protocols (as document center processing 
can’t be done from home).

As policies and processes continue 
to change through the course of the 
pandemic, HHS agencies must also keep 
employees and citizens up-to-date on new 
requirements, creating additional strain on 
already stressed agencies.

Having thrown millions of people out of 
work, the COVID-19 pandemic has created 
unprecedented demand on health and 
human services (HHS) agencies. Large 
numbers of people suddenly require help 
with food, housing, health care, and other 
essentials. At the same time, COVID-19 
has disrupted agency operations, creating 
short-term overhead while processes, 
policies, and technologies are adapted to 
enable agency work amid state shutdowns 
and social distancing. To give individuals and 
families quick and efficient access to benefit 
programs, HHS agencies need to expand 
their mobile self-service channels so citizens 
can track and manage benefits without 
visiting an office, traveling to access printing 
or mailing services, or sending physical forms 
that stress agency operations.



Some of the challenges are specific to the 
start of the pandemic, while others will likely 
continue for months to come or if states 
must reenact shelter-in-place policies with 
a second wave of COVID-19. Additionally, 
new challenges can be expected as agencies 
gradually return to the new normal (for 
example, additional surges in document 
verifications that will be required as program 
integrity policies are reinstated).

Mobile-enabled self-service apps can be 
implemented quickly and better enable 
individuals to manage their benefits 
remotely, bringing agencies cost savings 
and operational efficiencies. With help from 
mobile self-service apps, HHS agencies can 
respond to the COVID-19 crisis, assist citizens 
through the recovery, and thrive longer-term 
post-pandemic through the adoption of 
new operational norms (see figure 1). Here’s 
how these services can promote better 
operations through those three phases:

Respond: During this phase, agencies act 
quickly to “keep the lights on.” They make 
technical and operational adjustments to 
avoid gaps in service continuity and apply 
new program changes as quickly as possible. 
While putting less emphasis on noncritical 
processes, they allocate more resources to 
the most important activities. Call centers 
take on increased volumes and look for all 
options to maintain adequate response times.

User-friendly, mobile self-service apps can 
help in this phase (for example, by letting 
citizens manage routine processes, such as 
password resets and account inquiries, on 
their own) to free call center workers to deal 
with more critical issues. These apps can also 
let citizens self-index and submit documents 
directly from their mobile devices, relieving 
pressure on manual document processing 
centers and saving workers the manual work 
and time associated with document indexing.

With a mobile app occupying real estate 
directly on a member’s smartphone (vs. the 
member more actively needing to navigate 
to a website), banner messages and FAQ 
text are more readily available to inform 
members, further reducing call volume for 
common questions.

Recover: As the pandemic subsides, HHS 
agencies will continue to feel stress while 
they reintroduce processes and systems 
that were put on hold during the initial 
response, such as redeterminations and 
verification policies. Not only will employees 
have to resume this work, but they will likely 
be serving a larger client base. Agencies 
without strong digital self-service channels 
may struggle in this phase with dramatically 
increased work volumes.

Strong digital adoption stands to greatly 
benefit HHS agencies during the respond 
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phase. In fact, mobile app and digital 
channels will become even more critical 
during recovery and yield an even greater 
return on investment. Further benefits 
can be realized by expanding mobile 
features to include biometric logins or 
electronic correspondence to further 
drive down password reset inquiries and 
further reduce dependency on print and 
mail channels. Simple push notification 
functions can direct users to the app for 
important policy updates, keeping the 
member base better informed.

Thrive: Innovations applied during the 
COVID-19 response and recovery will 
establish new operational norms and 
expectations. If the virus resurges, requiring 
a localized return to sheltering in place, 
HHS agencies that have developed mobile 
self-service solutions can take advantage of 
innovations they implemented during the 
response and recovery phases, helping them 
to maintain their operations.
 
They may also benefit from new innovations, 
such as office location map integration, 
e-wallet cards, and other mobile-optimized 
features. For example, agencies can expand 
push notification use cases to remind 
individuals about upcoming document 
submission and program due dates to reduce 
program churn.

Figure 1. Respond, recover, and thrive

Source: Deloitte analysis
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Responding to COVID-19  
with mobile solutions
States that already had robust digital 
channels and mobile self-service tools have 
been able, during the COVID-19 crisis, to keep 
pace with increased requests for service. 
They are well-prepared to accommodate 
continued stress on agency systems.

Mobile self-service can reduce that stress by:

 • Diverting traffic from in-person or 
mail-in operations. Citizens can use 
mobile apps to submit verifications 
documents online. Pre-indexing 
documents increases processing efficiency, 
and allowing users to see which documents 
they have already submitted (across all 
channels) gives them confidence that 
documents have been received, making 
duplicate submissions less likely.

 • Redirecting call center volume by 
offering easy access to benefit information 
and the ability to recover user IDs and 
passwords. Off-line, accessible FAQs help 
users navigate access to both regular and 
COVID-19–specific services and reduce call 
center transfers.

 • Improving direct communication 
with citizens via secure messaging, push 
notifications, and alerts to keep people 
up-to-date on the latest policy information. 
This saves agencies money on paper 
mailings and potentially reduces churn by 
better informing members of important 
compliance requirements.

States that already had mobile solutions in 
place have used them to address the unique 
challenges the pandemic has created. For 
example, in Wisconsin, the MyACCESS mobile 
app is increasing the number of electronic 
documents and allowing more citizens to 
maintain benefits remotely. Several new 
features have helped drive value for users 
beyond the initial benefits application 
process. For example, users can employ 
biometric features on their mobile devices, 
such as Touch ID and Face ID, to log into the 
app. More than 80 percent of users have 
taken advantage of this feature, reducing 
calls about login IDs and password resets. 

The app also uses push notifications to alert 
users when they need to take actions on 
their cases, such as uploading documents or 
submitting renewals.

Leveraging mobile to thrive
Mobile solutions can help in several areas that 
are relevant to both COVID-19 response and 
to longer-term goals for operational efficiency. 
While digital document upload and check 
benefit functions are critical to COVID-19 
response and recovery, the same benefits 
of improved document processing efficiency 
and call center volume reduction offer 
compelling return on investment even outside 
of COVID-19. We have seen agencies realize 
benefits from additional mobile use cases, 
which will be a trend in the thrive phase.

In Pennsylvania, for example, individuals 
and families use the MyCOMPASS PA mobile 
app to both apply for and manage their 
benefits. The app includes an electronic 
correspondence feature that lets users view 
their electronic correspondence on their 
phones, reducing postage costs and labor 
connected with returned mail. Users can 
also use the app to submit their semiannual 
renewal forms for the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), Medicaid, and 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF), reducing visits to state offices. 
In addition, citizens who are eligible for 
assistance from the Low Income Home 
Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) receive 
proactive notifications and can apply directly 
in the app.

Getting started
COVID-19 presents a unique opportunity 
to implement digital channels and build a 
user base that can grow over time. During 
the respond phase, agencies can focus on 
building out key features for responding to 
COVID-19. During the recovery phase, they 
can realize benefits of increased document 
upload digital channel adoption while further 
refining app functionality based on the needs 
of their response situation. Transitioning to 
the thrive phase, agencies can add features 

focused on strategic objectives such as 
robust electronic correspondence and 
secure messaging, change reporting, and 
interview scheduling.

To enable a quick response and position 
agencies for a smooth recovery, agencies 
getting started with mobile solutions should 
focus on a small initial feature set that 
provides a high operational impact. Informed 
by user-centered design and based on our 
project experiences, we know the below 
feature set provides enough functionality to 
compel a material user base to download, 
use, and keep a 1.0 app installed:

 • Check my benefits: This lets users view 
key information about their cases, such as 
the status of an application or an upcoming 
renewal. Providing this app can reduce the 
volume of calls an agency receives for basic 
benefit inquiries.

 • Document upload: Using a mobile 
camera or the phone’s photo gallery, users 
can easily upload documents needed for 
verification. By including metadata for 
indexing, such as the individual, case, and 
type of document, this app can enable 
automated indexing and faster processing.

 • Secure login: Users will need to 
authenticate before accessing their 
household information. Authentication 
aligns with existing web portal processes 
to provide a smooth, cross-application user 
experience. Mobile-optimized features to 
remember passwords can further reduce 
call center volume.

 • FAQ: FAQs help set expectations for 
mobile app functionality and guide users to 
resources available through other channels, 
helping to reduce stress on call center staff 
and case workers.

It is possible to stand up a mobile app in 
a matter of weeks by using an agile and 
iterative approach, deploying an app with a 
lean but compelling initial feature set, and 
then continuing to build on it. Mobile self-
service apps can help agencies respond to 
the current crisis, assist citizens through 
the recovery, and ultimately drive the 
adoption of new, more efficient processes 
and digital tools.
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