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Introduction
The temperature outside hit 90 degrees during the summer of 2008 as hundreds of 
people lined up outside benefit offices across Michigan, waiting to apply for food stamps 
and other benefits to carry their families through tough times. Many of the hot, frustrated 
people in the crowd were attempting to navigate the complex system of accessing pub-
lic benefits for the first time, only to be met with wait times of over eight hours. 

To address this crisis, the Michigan government, philanthropy, and the private sector 
came together to enact the Michigan Benefits Access Initiative (MBAI), a public/private 
initiative created to streamline the benefits application process, increase online access 
to DHS programs, and coordinate local support services.

Over the next 11 years, the MBAI stood as an exemplar of user-centric bundled benefits 
administration, which has been tested and continuously refined as the needs of the con-
situnants and available technology has evolved. This executive summary, prepared by 
VIVA Strategy & Communications on behalf of the Heising-Simons Foundation, reviews 
the highlights of the MBAI.  

Michigan Benefits Access Initiative (MBAI) Theory of Change   

Past Present

Program Focus Person Focus

Transactional and enrollment 
focused

Holistic, proactive, and 
preventative approach focused 
on outcomes

Manual processes that add 
layers of duplication

Highly automated, streamlined 
with self-service capabilities

Limited supports that focus on 
a finite segment

Providing well-rounded, 
localized and targeted support 
to maximize results

Siloed service delivery 
that does not solve the 
root problem

Government and 
communities collaborating 
to serve customers better

Program focus Person focus

Overloaded case workers
Case workers focusing 
on people to improve 
outcomes
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Elements of the MBAI

MI Bridges  
• An online system that guides residents 

through a series of questions to assess 
need and connects them to state 
programs and community supports. 

• Enables residents to identify their 
needs and connect to community 
resources (including 30,000 community 
programs and organizations through a 
partnership with 2-1-1) that meet those 
needs to improve stability over time. 

• Integrated with the Women, Infants 
& Children (WIC) program, the 
Michigan Energy Assistance Program, 
and the Great Start to Quality child 
care database to provide additional 
resources and referral options for 
customers. 

• Community based organizations 
(CBOs) play a significant role in 
helping residents access resources. 
MI Bridges has specialized features to 
support CBOs, such as the ability to 
send a referral directly to a CBO and 
providing CBOs with a dashboard of 
clients who have been referred, on 
which they can track client outcomes. 

Key Statistics
• 975,000 client accounts created, with 50,000 logins each day
• 1 million+ applications submitted
• 680+ registered community partner organizations receive 25,000 referrals per month
• Reduced application time by 50% to 20 minutes
• Mobile-friendly design (~60% mobile traffic)

“I use [MI Bridges] all the time when I need to talk to somebody about my public assis-
tance services. I’m able to take pictures of documents like my ID card. If I miss some-
thing in the mail, I check my correspondence tab. The ease and accessibility of the online 
portal is what I like. It is so easy - as easy as social media. It’s so user friendly—even if 
you’re illiterate, it has pictures and everything so I think you’d be okay.”

- L. Hamby, Michigan Resident
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Key Statistics
• 80% reduction in length, while still meeting all administrative rules, state laws, and 

federal regulations. 
• 40% reduction in processing time due to more complete and accurate applications.

Past Present

• Researchers spent more than 4,000 hours (beginning in September 2015) studying 
the experience of applying for benefits, learning all the ways they could help the 
state streamline the process to reduce administrative headaches for both applicants 
and administrators.

• The solution was a modular application that provided a single point of entry for 
residents applying for Michigan’s five largest assistance programs: healthcare, food, 
cash, child care, and state emergency relief. 

Redesigned Paper Application (Project Re:Form) 

“This was one of the best experiences ever in answering questions on a government 
website. Well planned and easy to read. Finally someone has cut the red tape and 
brought document filing into the 21st century.”

- A. James, Michigan Resident
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Funding the MBAI

Year Platform Investment Source

2008 MI Bridges $200,000,000 MDHHS General 
Fund

2008-2018
MI Bridges & 
CBO Integration 
Infrastructure

$1,900,000 Philanthropy

2015-2018 Project Re:Form $830,000
MDHHS General 
Fund and 
Philanthropy

2016-2019 MI Bridges Upgrade $43,000,000

MDHHS 
General Fund, 
Michigan Health 
Endowment 
Fund, CMS

“My experience with the new system is amazing for many reasons. First, it is the easy 
accessibility for all parties, especially the client. The ability to see what the status of a 
client’s case is and what resources are available is very efficient. Also, as an agency, 
it really helps us see what they need and what services they are receiving and if they 
have been in contact with other agencies.”
– MI Bridges Community Partner

Universal Caseload (UCL) System & Updated Contact Center Technology 
Underpinning the system is an updated, task-based caseworking system intended to de-
liver program eligibility determination and other casework processes in a more efficient 
and responsive manner, including a streamlined customer contact system to manage 
incoming phone calls and offer more self-service options over the phone.

UCL was rolled out to 50 counties in January 2019, but due to unexpected challenges 
during the test phase, the rollout was halted. The state is currently addressing these 
challenges before continuing to roll out UCL.

Key Statistics
• In February 2019, two months after launch, the case backlog in counties were UCL 

was introduced was 32%, compared to about 4% in non-UCL.  
• As of July 2019, the application backlog gap had closed significantly, with UCL 

counties averaging about 6%, compared to 4% in non-UCL counties.


