Project SUPPORTT
Assessment discussion guide
Introduction and Consent
Thank you so much for meeting with me today. My name is __________ and I am with an independent research organization called Mathematica/The Adjacent Possible. As you may know, we are conducting the Supporting Pilot Program Outcomes, Research, and Technical Assistance in TANF (SUPPORTT for short) Project, under contract to the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The project is designing implementation and outcomes studies of the five TANF Pilot Programs that have shifted accountability measures from the federal Work Participation Rate to outcome measures on negotiated benchmarks. The goal of today’s data collection is to get a better understanding of your current TANF program and your goals for the pilot. This information will help us understand your state’s TANF program, to inform the design of the studies, and identify potential evaluation and data-related technical assistance needs. Your participation in this study is voluntary. Our conversation will take about [90 minutes if program leadership; 60 minutes if data specialist, supervisor, or frontline staff].  
We will keep your individual responses completely private and use them only for research purposes. We will not share them with anyone outside our research team. We will summarize some of the information collected today in future publications. We will combine responses for reporting purposes, and we will never report names or identify any responses with a particular person. You also may choose not to answer any question you do not want to answer. 
I would like to record our conversation so I don’t miss anything. No one will have access or listen to the recording except for people on the study team. All recordings and notes will be stored in a secure network environment maintained by the study team. Is it okay with you if I record this conversation? If you want me to turn the recorder off for any reason or at any time, just say so. [INTERVIEWER: TURN THE RECORDER ON]
	Okay, I have now turned on the recorder. Now that I have the recorder on, I need to ask you again, is it okay if I record this conversation? [Interviewer: Get verbal consent to tape on the tape recording.] Before we get started, I’m required to read you a statement from the Paperwork Reduction Act, so please bear with me a moment. According to this act, a government agency may not conduct or sponsor, and a person is not required to respond to, a collection of information unless it displays a currently valid OMB control number. The OMB number for this information collection is 0970-0356 and the expiration date is January 31, 2027. Ok, let’s get started. Public Burden Statement
According to the Paperwork Reduction Act of 1995, an agency may not conduct or sponsor, and a person is not required to respond to, a collection of information unless it displays a valid OMB control number. The valid OMB control number for this information collection is 0970-0356. The time required to complete this information collection is estimated to average 90 minutes including the time for reviewing instructions, searching existing data sources, gathering and maintaining the data needed, and completing and reviewing the collection of information. Send comments regarding this burden estimate to qmoore@mathematica-mpr.com. OMB expiration date 1/31/2027.

TANF Pilot State Assessment Discussion Guide
Interviewers: Numbered questions indicate topics on which data must be collected. Italicized text indicates examples of questions that could be posed to respondents and probes to help elicit information. It is important to discuss each topic; the specific questions to ask will depend on the respondent and their organization, the state in question, and any state-specific circumstances and the information gathered prior to the interview. Many questions, noted with an asterisk (*), can be prepopulated with information gathered prior to the interview from the pilot state application, TANF state plan, and other documents. In brackets, prepopulate the name of the TANF program, state, or other terminology relevant to the state or pilot.
The table below indicates which questions will be asked of which respondents. Not all states will have staff in all the roles identified in the table. Some states will have key partners contracted to deliver employment support services to participants, such as providing participant orientations and assessments, job search and employment services, case management services, education and training services, specialized personal services, and services for family stability. Tailor the guide based on the following definitions:
1. Leadership. Individuals responsible for the overall direction and management of the TANF program. This can include state and local level TANF administrators as well as program directors or program managers in partner agencies responsible for managing employment support services.
1. Data specialists. People who oversee the collection, tracking, and reporting of TANF program data. This could include individuals at the state or local level responsible for data related to the WPR, other participant outcomes, or program costs and resources. 
1. Supervisors. People who oversee program implementation, provide support to frontline staff, and provide information to program leadership. This could include supervisors in partner agencies overseeing employment support services.
1. Frontline staff. Individuals in the TANF program responsible for delivering employment support services to TANF participants. Separate interviews can be conducted with staff or small groups of staff in unique roles. This could include frontline staff in partner agencies providing employment support services. 
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Discussion topics by respondent type

	 
	Leadership
	Data specialists
	Supervisors
	Frontline staff

	A. Respondent background
	X
	X
	X
	X

	B. TANF program context
	X
	
	
	

	C. TANF policies
	X
	
	
	

	D. Pilot goals and design
	X
	X
	X
	

	E. Leadership
	X
	X
	X
	X

	F. TANF program structure and culture
	X
	
	X
	X

	G. TANF population
	X
	X
	X
	X

	H. Services and service delivery
	X
	
	X
	X

	I. Staffing and staff development
	X
	
	X
	X

	J. Data, performance management, and continuous improvement
	X
	X
	
	

	K. Reflections on the pilot
	X
	X
	X
	

	L. Supports during the pilot period
	X
	X
	X
	


A. Respondent background (All respondents)
1. Thanks for agreeing to speak with me today. To start off, tell me a little about your role and background with your organization.
· Job title and current job responsibilities
· Length of time in current role and with the organization
B. TANF program context (Leadership)
1. How would you describe the economy in [STATE]?* 
· What kinds of jobs are available? 
· Which are high growth jobs?
· How does the economy vary across the state? What is the economic outlook for your state?
2. What other contextual factors are relevant to your TANF program?* 
· Demographic trends or shifts
· Urban/rural dynamics or population distribution
3. How would you describe the availability and accessibility of basic supports? How does it vary across the state?
· Affordable housing
· Public transportation
· Child care
· Others (please describe)
4. What other recent or upcoming changes in context could affect your TANF program? 
· Changes might include policy or program changes, funding changes, etc.
C. TANF policies (Leadership)
1. What is the current cash assistance amount?*  
2. What are the current work requirements for TANF participants?* 
· How many hours are work-eligible individuals (WEIs) required to participate—for one- and two-parent cases?
· What types of activities count toward the work requirements?
3. What is the state’s work participation rate (WPR)?* 
· What is the whole families rate? 
· What is the rate for two-parent cases? 
4. How does the state currently meet the work participation rate? 
· Use of small TANF payments to SNAP recipients
· Strategies to include/exclude certain participants from the rate 
5. How has the state made progress with or struggled to meet the WPR?
6. What other policies might influence the WPR or outcomes? Do any policies vary across the state? 
· Exemptions from work requirements
· Diversion strategies
· Non-recurrent short-term benefits (NRSTs)
· Use of solely or separately state-funded programs
· Sanction policies
· Time limits
· Earned income disregard
· Transition assistance
D.  Pilot goals and design (Leadership, data specialists, supervisors) 
1. What are your goals for the pilot? What do you hope to achieve?*
2. Why did your state choose to apply for the pilot? What problem(s) or challenge(s) are you trying to address through the pilot?
· To what extent did you involve regional/local program leaders, staff, participants, and community members in developing your ideas for the pilot? 
3. What changes do you plan to make (or have already made) to policies or programming to lead to better employment and stability outcomes for participants?*
· What challenges do you anticipate in making these proposed changes to your program? 
4. Describe how you plan to implement the pilot*
· Statewide or in selected counties?
· If selected counties, how were they chosen?
· Will you roll out changes all at once or in phases? 
· Open to staggering rollout? 
5. What is your timeline for implementing the pilot?* 
· Key milestones before, during, and after launch
Exhibit 1. Proposed pilot timeline
	Timing
	Activity/milestone

	
	

	
	

	
	



6. What financial impacts do you expect under the pilot? 
· Anticipated cost changes to main cost drivers (e.g., procuring a new data system, hiring additional staff, contracting with new providers)
· Plans to allocate additional funding or reallocate existing funding
· Shifts across TANF-allowable categories
E.  Leadership (Leadership, data specialists, supervisors, frontline staff) 
1. How would you describe leadership within your TANF program? Within the broader agency? 
2. What are leadership’s top priorities? 
· How does the TANF pilot fit in with those priorities?
· To what extent are leaders able to balance competing priorities? 
3. How do leaders use data to inform decision-making?
· What kind of data do they use?
4. What additional support or information would help leaders improve program and participant outcomes? 
F.  TANF program structure and culture (Leadership, supervisors, frontline staff) 
1. Please describe your program’s organizational structure.*  
· State administered, county-administered/state supervised
· Agencies, contractors, and partners involved (e.g. WIOA, SNAP E&T, others)
· In-house vs. contracted services
· Contract structures (e.g., reimbursement, performance-based)
· What may need to change for the organization and/or contracted providers to adopt an outcomes-focused approach? Will the pilot require new partnerships?
2. What decisions are made at the state level? What decisions are made locally? 
· How are decisions about TANF policies made? How are decisions about TANF service delivery made? How are funding decisions made? 
3. How much flexibility do local service areas have and in what areas?
· How, if at all, might this flexibility change as a result of the pilot?
4. What values, principles, and goals guide your TANF program? 
· Work, personal responsibility, and family stability
· How might the program goals change as a result of the pilot? 
5. How would you describe your organizational culture? 
· Alignment with an outcomes-focused approach
· Cultural shifts needed to move away from WPR
· Support needs for staff and leadership 
G.  TANF population (Leadership, data specialists, supervisors, frontline staff) 
Exhibit 2. TANF Caseload Details*
	
	Information relevant to [STATE]
	Data source (Year)

	Total # of TANF cases for the state 
	
	

	# of one-parent families
	
	

	# of two-parent families
	
	

	# of child-only cases
	
	

	# of work-eligible individuals for the state
	
	

	For the 5 largest counties or service areas: # of work-eligible individuals
	1. [County name] caseload size:
2. [County name] caseload size:
3. [County name] caseload size:
4. [County name] caseload size:
5. [County name] caseload size:
	

	For the selected rural counties, # of work-eligible individuals
	1. [County name] caseload size:
2. [County name] caseload size:

	

	High-level summary of caseload composition (race, gender, average length of time on TANF, etc.)
	
	



1. Tell us about the work-eligible individuals in your state’s TANF population. 
· Common participant characteristics
· Barriers participants face
· Patterns of cycling on/off support
2. Which local service areas have the largest number of WEIs?
3. What types of data are collected on WEIs?
H. Services and service delivery (Leadership, supervisors, frontline staff)  
Interviewer: Note that responses to questions in this section will vary considerably in county administered states. Please organize your notes to indicate what county/local area the response refers to. Some questions are also appropriate to ask of state-level staff in county-administered states.
1. What services does your TANF program offer? 
· Orientation, assessment, case management, trainings, workshops, job search, employment and training services, education services, other work supports like child care, other personal supports, etc.
· Who provides each service? 
· How would you describe the approach to providing services (e.g., work-first, barrier removal, education and skills building)?
· How does the WPR influence how the state approaches services?
· Interviewer: Populate Exhibit 3 below to reflect the services the TANF program offers. 
[bookmark: _Toc34920062]Exhibit 3. TANF Program Elements
[Interviewer: Please tailor and duplicate this table as needed to reflect each local area visited, if key program elements vary locally.]
	Name of service
	Purpose or objective of activity
	Who provides it?
	What do they provide?
	For how long and with what frequency?
	Over what time period?
	How and where is it tracked and by whom?

	Orientation
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Assessment
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Case management
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Workshops
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Job search support
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Employment services
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Education and training
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Other work or personal supports (e.g., child care, etc.)
	
	
	
	
	
	



2. What level of service coordination exists within and beyond TANF? Who is involved? 
· What may need to change to shift focus more on employment and stability outcomes?
3. What is the role of the case manager or coach? What approach do they take? 
· What might need to change to make services more focused on employment and stability outcomes?
4. Describe a typical client’s service journey. 
· Services used most often or services underused
· Service customization
· Staff participants interact with
· Bottlenecks or inefficiencies
· Anticipated changes under the pilot
5. What are the expectations for client engagement and progress?
· Do clients articulate goals? 
· What are clients required to submit to document their participation? How is this tracked?
· What happens if the participant is not engaged or cycles in and out of participation?  
· What steps do you take to measure progress toward employment or other outcome goals?
· How will you define accountability for program engagement and progress under the pilot?
6. What tools or resources are used to support service delivery? 
· Implementation guides, curricula, templates
· Who developed the tools? Are they tailored to the communities you serve? 
· To what extent and how are they aligned to an outcomes-focused approach?
7. Has the state made any major changes to the TANF program in the past 2-3 years prior to applying for the pilot? If so, please tell me about those changes. 

I. Staffing and staff development (Leadership, supervisors, frontline staff)
1. What types of staff support TANF delivery? 
· Roles and responsibilities for eligibility staff, direct service staff, supervisors, etc. 
· Number of staff in each role
· How are staff held accountable for carrying out these roles? (Probe for holding staff accountable for meeting the WPR.)
· What staffing changes will need to be made to support the pilot, if any?
2. Which staff are responsible for monitoring and verifying client’s work participation requirements? 
· Process for following up and inputting documentation into the data system
3. To what extent and how do frontline staff receive professional development?
· Internal training, mentoring, professional development
· Plans for pilot-related training
· Supporting the shift to an outcomes-focused approach 
4. Describe the workload of frontline staff.  
· What is the typical caseload size for a frontline staff person? Given their workload (tasks they are required to complete) about how many cases is a reasonable caseload? 
· How will the workload shift by getting rid of the reporting requirements of the WPR? How much time do you anticipate they will save? How will they repurpose that time?
· In a typical week, how much time do they spend working directly with clients? On documenting/verifying participation? Coordinating with other staff/agencies on behalf of clients? 
5. Describe the workload of supervisory staff.
· How many frontline staff per supervisor? Do supervisors carry caseloads as well?
· How might supervisor responsibilities change as a result of the pilot? What might they need to do to support staff differently?
J.  Data, performance management, and continuous improvement (Leadership, data specialists)
1. What data systems are currently used for case management and reporting?  
· State or local systems 
· Separate data systems for eligibility and tracking work activities
· Who enters the information in the data system? Frontline staff or data entry staff?
· How systems interact with other state or local data systems 
2. What data are collected? 
· Demographic information, enrollment information, participant engagement in activities, sanctions, client outcomes, etc. 
3. To what extent is the state already collecting data related to the outcomes of interest for the pilot (e.g. employment, earnings, dependence on SNAP)?
· Will you need to partner with other agencies to get data to measure outcomes? Do you plan to conduct new data collection (like through participant surveys) to get the data?
· What challenges do you have in tracking outcomes right now? What are you doing to address those challenges? 
4. Where are you in the process for finalizing the state’s two additional measures for the pilot? 
· If measures have not been finalized: What factors might you consider? 
· If measures have been finalized: To what extent is the state already collecting data related to the additional measures? Will you need to partner with other agencies to get data to measure outcomes? Do you plan to conduct new data collection (like through participant surveys) to get the data? 
5. How would you describe the quality of your data? How might you improve data quality? 
· Are the data fairly complete and accurate?
· How much time passes between when the data are gathered and when they are recorded? What is the lag or is it in real time?
· What supports might you need to improve data quality?
6. How easy is it to make updates or changes to the system for any additional data you want to collect or additional reports you want to create?
· Can frontline staff do it themselves? Do you have to work through a vendor? How long does it take?
· What updates will be needed for your data systems to support the pilot?
· What are other benefits or limitations of the current system?
7. What, if any, data use agreements do you have in place now and with whom? What new data use agreements, if any, will you need to negotiate to support the pilot? 
8. How do you use data or other information in your work? 
· For reporting, decision-making, monitoring performance, ensuring program quality and effectiveness, etc.
· What kinds of reports do you generate and review on a regular basis? How do you use these reports?
· Do you conduct regular fidelity reviews?
· *Request examples of reports
9. What support do you need to make better use of data? 
· Do you rely on an outside evaluator?
K.  Reflections on the pilot and pilot studies (Leadership, data specialists, supervisors)
1. What do you see as the benefits of participating in the pilot? What would success look like?
2. What would you like to learn from your TANF pilot? What would you like to learn from the federal implementation and outcomes studies of the pilot?
· Something about client outcomes? Something about costs or cost savings? These can be questions that you’d like answered at the end of the study or on an ongoing basis.
· Does the state plan to conduct any of their its own evaluation activities related to the pilot? If so, please tell us about those evaluation plans. As you are likely aware, if states do conduct their own evaluation activities, they will be expected to coordinate these activities with the federally funded study and to still participate in the federally funded study. Do you have any questions or concerns about this? 
3. What challenges do you anticipate in implementing the pilot? What steps are you taking to mitigate those challenges?
4. What challenges do you anticipate in participating in the federal implementation and outcomes studies of the pilot?* 
· Interviewer: Take note of information from the last question of the FRA pilot application where states may have noted concerns about participating in the studies and probe on these concerns as needed
· What concerns, if any, do you have about staff burden to participating in the study? How might we limit that burden? 
L. Supports during the pilot period (Leadership, data specialists, supervisors)
1. What additional support do you need to be successful in carrying out your pilot?
· From ACF? From the programmatic TA provider? From us, the evaluation TA provider?
· Support for defining, measuring, or reporting outcomes
· Support for continuous improvement
2. How can we best support and prepare you to participate in the federal implementation and outcomes studies? 
3. What would you like to learn from other states throughout the pilot period?
4. What approaches to peer learning have you enjoyed and found helpful and productive in the past? 
Wrap-up (All respondents)
1. Is there anything else you would like to share about your program, the pilot, or the federal studies?
