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US	coronavirus	relief	
funds:	A	guide	for	state	
and	local	governments	

State and local leaders can consider several steps now to capture the full 
humanitarian and fiscal benefits of the roughly $2 trillion federal relief 
package. 
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The ratification of the historic Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 
Act floated a life raft of $2 trillion to $2.2 trillion¹ to 
many US businesses, families, and local 
governments reeling from the economic shutdown 
(exhibit). 

Some of these benefits, including $300 billion in 
direct payments to households, are expected to 
hit the economy as soon as mid-April. Others may 
take a month or longer before agency rulemaking, 
allocations, and recipient certifications allow funds 
to reach the hands of end beneficiaries. 

The Jeeranont’s preliminary analysis of the CARES 
Act estimates that nearly half of all appropriations in 
the legislation will be distributed through state and 
local governments. These funds will primarily cover 
spikes in demand for state and local services—for 
example, the more than 6.6 million Americans who 
filed for unemployment in the last week of March 
alone2— but also help state agencies and local 
organizations recoup lost revenue, as with 
transportation grants to help the nation’s airports 
stay afloat amid a drop in passenger demand. 
CARES Act provisions directed at federal agencies, 
such as the expansion of subsidized loan programs 
from the Small Business Administration, are also of 
great interest to state and local governments 
because they directly benefit vulnerable 
constituents and present opportunities for 
complementary relief measures. 

If the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 taught us anything, it is that time matters. 
State and local governments must act swiftly to 
get money into the hands of beneficiaries. This 
urgency is one of humanitarian necessity: similar 
to the previous relief packages, most of the 
CARES Act programs provide immediate health-
related response measures (for example, 
enhancing hospital capacity). Disbursing money 
quickly is also an economic imperative: 50 percent 
of Americans work for or own a small business 
and, on average, these businesses have only 27 
days of cash flow.3  In the aftermath of the Great 
Recession, states accumulated a total of $500 
billion in budget 

shortfalls, state tax revenue fell 17 percent 
below the previous year’s levels, and personal 
income taxes dropped 27 percent⁴—despite 
federal transfers that helped soften the blow. 

In this article, we discuss the steps state and local 
governments can consider to maximize the impact 
of the CARES Act. These actions include 
assigning leaders to spur accountability, 
establishing mechanisms to coordinate with federal 
counterparts, planning for financial inflows, 
providing appropriate resources for agencies to 
handle the influx of demand, and 
overcommunicating with the individuals, 
businesses, and organizations that might benefit. 

Distribution	complexity	will	vary	by	
benefit	and	program	
Given the multiple types of distribution mechanisms
— 
each with its own complexities—and the volume of 
funds to be distributed, state and local governments 
must prepare for a likely capacity challenge. 

One bucket of support, which we estimate to be 
less than 10 percent of the money allocated to 
state and local governments, augments existing 
benefit programs that require minimal additional 
capacity to distribute. An example would be 
increasing 
the Federal Matching Assistance Percentage, 
which determines the degree to which the federal 
government finances states’ Medicaid programs. 
Increasing the matching rate for state funds would 
allow the federal government to provide states with 
much-needed relief from entitlement obligations. 

A second bucket of support will require a moderate 
increase in capacity to get money out the door. We 
estimate this approach to include 65 to 75 percent 
of funds allocated to state and local governments. 
This funding often requires state or local 
governments to derive or amend their own 
allocation and allotment processes for third-party 
beneficiaries (for example, hospitals and 
nonprofits) that will deliver direct services. 
Sometimes the state’s own capacity, such as 
eligibility verification for new unemployment 
benefits, will need to be augmented. 
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A final bucket of support—which we estimate may 
near 25 percent of these funds—will likely require 
significant investment in new capabilities (and 
perhaps innovation) to reach beneficiaries. 
One example is the expansion of funding for food 
purchases and demonstration projects to increase 
flexibility for schools to provide free meals. School 
districts around the country have scrambled to  
build creative solutions for distributing these meals 
during a time of physical distancing and 
widespread school closures.5 

State	and	local	governments	can	
consider	steps	to	maximize	the	
impact	of	the	legislation	
All levels of government are fully immersed in 
responding to the most immediate humanitarian 
needs, so leaders can consider several steps now 
to ensure maximum impact from additional funds. 
Many of these actions are based on the 
experience of state and local governments’ 
responses to the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act as well as the early 

Note: Preliminary estimates; specific allocations may change through regulatory updates. 
¹ Total may not sum, because of rounding. It is an estimated range because some programs are based on volumes and therefore there are not defined amounts 
allocated in the bill. 

Source: Advisory Board; CNN; Holland & Knight; National Review; Politico; Wall Street Journal 

Exhibit 

The CARES Act will provide economic support across six core areas. 
 
Breakdown, $, billions  Areas of focus in the bill: 

Assistance to severely distressed industries of the US economy 
● A portion of this funding will go to airlines, as well as to other distressed industries. 
● Most of the funding will be used to make direct loans or backstop losses in lending 
facilities expanded by the Federal Reserve, as well as to support states and local 
governments. 
Small-business support 
● Funding includes $350 billion in Paycheck Protection loans for small businesses, 
partially forgivable if used to maintain payroll continuity or cover rent, mortgage, or 
utility payments. 
● Relief will come in $10 billion of direct Economic Injury Disaster Loans and $17 billion 
for the Small Business Administration to make 6 months of principal and interest 
payments. 

Direct relief payments for individuals and families 
● Cash payments will be sent to individuals on a tiered scale under a set income 
threshold. 
—Individuals would be eligible for $1,200 payments and couples filing jointly for 
$2,400 payments, with an additional $500 per child, based on income. 
 
Supplemental insurance 
● Various modifications to unemployment insurance include coverage of unemployed 
persons due to COVID-19, an additional $600 per person per week, and coverage of 
the first 
week of unemployment. 
 
Healthcare support 
● Most of the funding (about $100 billion) will go toward reimbursing healthcare 
providers for costs or lost revenues directly associated with COVID-19. 
● This support also includes investment in healthcare infrastructure and assisting 
healthcare workers and patients. 

State- and local-government support 
● States will receive cash grants based on their 
population. 

Other 
● Additional funding will support nutrition, education, transportation, and 
infrastructure, among other expenses. 

Total 

500 

600 

2,000– 
2,200¹ 

377 

300 

200 

160 

150 
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experience of states in developing their 
COVID-19 crisis nerve center.6 

Assign leaders to spur accountability and improve 
transparency 
—  Appoint a relief and recovery lead to coordinate 
across state and local agency officials. This 
appointee should be senior enough to convene 
principal-level leaders in each responsible agency. 
This appointee is often a deputy chief of staff or 
chief operating officer. 

—   Establish a response lead in each agency to 
manage the response (including federal-
agency interaction) for the department. This 
leader is often a deputy commissioner or 
secretary. 

Establish mechanisms to coordinate with federal 
agencies 
—  Track agency-level rulemaking and 
appropriations. States can continue to rely on 
tools such as the Federal Funds Information  for 
States that provide leaders with real-time 
information on disbursements and restrictions. 

—   Reach out to federal agencies early. 
Contact US government leaders in national, 
regional, and state offices as appropriate; in 
doing so, establish a protocol to maintain 
open lines of communication as resources 
go online. 

—   Centrally track applications and deadlines 
required by various federal agencies. Doing so 
will allow states to recoup qualified 
expenditures or receive up-front payments. 

Plan for financial inflows 
—  Track already-authorized emergency costs to 
both ensure full understanding of expenditures 
related to COVID-19 and receive reimbursement 
from relief packages where applicable. 

—   Project benefit demand to evaluate financial 
impact as well as operational 
considerations. 

—   Identify sources of working capital (for 
example, emergency reserve appropriations 
and interfund borrowing) at the agency level 
to finance spending surges before federal 
money becomes available, particularly in the 
case of reimbursement programs. 

—   Begin the allocation process by cataloging 
existing programs, municipalities, and 
nongovernmental agencies that will be the 
ultimate recipients of many funding streams. 
Also, start discussions on distribution criteria 
and application processes before funds are 
available. 

—   Weigh appropriate fraud, waste, and 
abuse controls, particularly for programs 
with new eligibility requirements, such as 
unemployment benefits. 

Provide appropriate resources for agencies to 
handle the influx of demand 
—   Redeploy staff to areas of higher demand to 

alleviate bottlenecks in relief fund distribution; 
state and local governments might even 
consider augmenting full-time employees with 
recently furloughed or unemployed private-
sector workers as a means of further economic 
stimulus. 

—  Test all aspects of systems, such as IT 
infrastructure and administration capacity, that 
are likely to experience record levels of use in 
services—for example, from applications for 
unemployment insurance and aid through the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. 

—   Evaluate and upgrade IT infrastructure, 
including fast-tracking procurement for third-
party vendors where needed to accelerate 
capabilities. 

Communicate, communicate, communicate 
—   Build a simple, one-stop web portal with clear, 

up-to-date links to state and federal resources 
(overseen by the relief and recovery lead 
mentioned above) for individuals, businesses, 
and community organizations seeking 
information. 
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—   Establish a hotline to support agencies in 
addressing questions related to relief 
funds. 

—   Require agencies to submit citizen outreach 
strategies to reach relevant segments such 
as loan recipients eligible for relief. Agencies 
can also go beyond explanations of benefits 
to connect vulnerable institutions and firms 
to service providers (for example, identifying 
local lenders certified by the Small Business 
Administration). 

Based on what we see today, state and local 
governments are likely to see revenue shocks as 
severe, or worse, than those experienced during 
the Great Recession. We have heard from many 
local 

government leaders who hope the next wave of 
relief will focus on longer-term economic stimulus 
to the same degree that the CARES Act provides 
near-term relief. We will continue to monitor 
developments and share additional guidance as 
the landscape changes. 

Establishing these basic organizational structures 
and operating processes will leave governments 
better able to respond to a prolonged economic 
shutdown. It is ultimately in the hands of state 
and local leaders to put relief legislation to work 
to get the money flowing. 
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Public Sector 
Practice 

Crisis nerve centers: 
Supporting 

governments’ responses 
to coronavirus 

A centralized response system can help set up government 
leaders for success in managing a crisis. 
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Subnational (provincial, state, and municipal) 
governments are on the front lines in responding 
to the spread of COVID-19. The magnitude of the 
pandemic poses daunting challenges: officials 
must coordinate fast-moving and interconnected 
work streams across the private and social 
sectors while communicating vital information to 
residents, stakeholders, and the media—all in a 
clear and consistent way. 

Our experience suggeststhat acrisis nervecenter—
a highly agile, coordinated bodythat brings together 
crucial organizationalskills andcapabilities—can 
provide seniorgovernment leaders with thestructure 
and clarity to mountan effective response and 
mobilize every part ofsociety. 

This COVID-19 government nerve center 
shouldn’t supersede existing crisis-management 
structures. Rather, it is an additional executive-
support structure for senior leaders that works 
closely with all existing emergency-management 
channels. By using this approach, governments 
can be better positioned to manage a crisis. 

Crafting a rapid response 
Nerve centers are particularly appropriate under 
three conditions: 

—   Significant disruption to regular activities that 
threatens to overwhelm existing resources 

—   Highly unfamiliar, highly novel situations that 
are unlike anything the organization has 
faced before, impeding rapid pattern 
recognition 

—   High-velocity disruptions, in which 
organizations do not have enough time to truly 
understand and interpret threats using 
traditional means 

In these situations, nerve centers provide 
several integrated benefits that improve leaders’ 
overall decision-making speed and quality: 

—  They increase response efficacy by coordinating 
and adjusting activities around real capabilities
— instead of just formal roles and 
responsibilities— and providing a mechanism to 
balance what’s important and what’s urgent. 

—  They increase the quality of information flow by 
connecting and coordinating disparate efforts 
through a central source of data collection and 
analysis. 

—  They improveresponse agility by allowing for 
rapid assembly of cross-functional teams in 
response to changing needs. 

Structuring the COVID-19 government 
nerve center 
Each nerve center should be designed to reflect 
local context, capabilities, personalities, and 
needs. A typical structure includes the following: 

—  A strong, trusted leaderwith thecapabilities and 
operatingrhythm tomanage fast-moving, 
disparate teams. The overall response leader, 
often a senior official in government, oversees 
the operational leads. Selecting a person with 
the right skills is critical to the success of the 
crisis response. In our experience, outstanding 
response leaders are decisive, have authority 
to act, and bring significant judgment, maturity, 
stamina, and communications skills to the 
task. 

—  A setof agencyor cross-functional teams 
representing the areas ofwork that are the 
highest priority. Each team should have a 
dedicated project manager and core team 
personnel in addition to a leader. These 
can be existing or new teams but should 
reflect actual, on-the-ground needs, not 
historical organizational divisions. See the 
exhibit for examples of what this could look 
like for a COVID-19 government nerve 
center. 

—   Representatives of legal, regulatory, and other 
critical bodies. These representatives should be 
available to provide on-the-spot guidance and 
advice. 

—   Data andanalytics team. In recent years, 
governments have made strides in building  
their analytics and data-sharing capabilities. An 
effective crisis response requires operations to 
have the latest data available—and in formats 
that can be shared and understood—to aid 
planning and the allocation of resources and 
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equipment. It is essential that the government 
have access to a “single version of truth” (as 
far as that is known) and that the COVID-19 
government nerve center be accepted by all 
parties as the owner of that truth, rather than 
having competing voices across the 
agencies. 

—   Links to stakeholder groups that require regular 
communications. In the case of a COVID-19 
government nerve center, these connections 
could include citizens, legislatures, the business 
community, social-sector organizations, and 
educational institutions, among others. 

—   Links toother majorexternal partners. In the 
case of local government, these links could 
include federal or national partners. 

The center is tasked with developing a unified 
approach to short-term response and long- 
term stabilization. The primary objectives are to 
coordinate efforts across multiple operations  to 
serve a focused mission: bring together the 
disparate sources of information required for 
decision making, set and act on priorities for 
the short and long term, craft solutions with all 
the relevant voices, and execute. 

Exhibit 

COVID-19 government nerve centers coordinate activities across areas of  responsibility. 

Medical 
response 

Communications and 
coordination 

Labor and 
workforce 

Economic 
development 

Vulnerable 
populations 

Public 
safety 

Educatio
n 

Ground 
transportation 

Port and air 
transport 

Energy 

Technolog
y 

COVID-19 nerve center1 

 
Overall response leader 
and core team2 

Each team should 
have a dedicated 
project manager 
and core team 
personnel in 
addition to a leader. 

Integrated nerve center  Health 
component 

Departments and cross-functional 
teams 
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In the initial stages of the response, COVID-19 
government nerve centers have often focused 
on the key medical lines of effort: 

—  Testing. In many countries, a lack of test kits  
has been a major obstacle. The COVID-19 
government nerve center team could work  
with multiple suppliers, the healthcare system, 
and the national government to secure the 
needed capacity; identify any requirements, 
laws, or regulations that may prevent rapid test 
acquisition; facilitate the collection and 
analysis of critical testing data (including 
collecting not just positive but also negative 
testing data);  and work with partners to 
develop creative alternatives. 

—   Personal protective equipment (PPE). Procuring 
and distributing PPE to healthcare workers 
requires governments to identify and overcome 
supply bottlenecks. These efforts are crucial, 
since the pandemic will quickly overwhelm 
healthcare systems crippled by infected workers. 
Nerve-center teams often work with state 
emergency-management agencies and others   
to secure supplies, organize and track 
donations, project future PPE needs and 
shortages, and support the issuance of guidance 
to affected stakeholders. 

—   Critical care. Governments must determine the 
capacity of healthcare infrastructure such as 
hospital beds, ventilators, and healthcare 
workers. They need to find quick ways of 
bridging the gaps, including by leaning on 
private- and social-sector infrastructure, medical 
students, and retired medical staff; easing 
procurement rules; and even asking for 

help from other governments. In addition to other 
tasks, teams often track, coordinate, and help 
procure beds of all types; develop additional 
capacity for a range of discharge needs; and 
identify and project staffing shortages. 

—  Telemedicine. Governments can help hospitals 
and healthcare facilities focus on the most 
severe cases by making certain that they are 
fully equipped to provide care and advice. Key 
tasks include ensuring active call centers, low 
wait times, and ample capacity—perhaps by 
tapping more trained personnel, such as 
nurses. 

—   Quarantine logistics. The general population  
and businesses that are essential to remain 
open (such as grocery stores and pharmacies)            
will need advance notice to prepare for large- 
scale quarantines and stay-at-home orders. 
Governments must clearly communicate 
restrictions and timelines, model the appropriate 
quarantine response, and take necessary 
enforcement actions. 

Governments can help hospitals and 
healthcare facilities focus on the 
most severe cases by making certain that 
they are fully equipped to provide care 
and advice. 
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When setting up a nerve center, 
governments should address a number of 
key elements: 

1. Focus on practical planning scenarios that can 
be used for real execution, not theoretical 
scenario planning. 

2. Set goals that are concrete and achievable 
and force the trade-offs that make them 
credible. 

3. Reset those goals frequently—at least once 
a week—as the situation evolves. 

4. Provide tools and structure, such as situation 
reports, threat maps, and regular interaction 
cadences, that help people rise above the day-
to- day details. 

5. Streamline the hierarchy; ensure it doesn’t take multiple steps for leaders to get to the person who 
knows the answer or multiple steps for  the answer to travel back through the chain of command. 

 
 
Adi Kumar, Leah Pollack, and Catharina Wrede Braden are partners in The Jeeranont’s Washington, DC, office, and 

Navjot Singh 
is a senior partner in the Boston office. 
 
The authors wish to thank Mary Calam, Mihir Mysore, Matt Rosenstock, and Ophelia Usher for their contributions to this 

article. 

6. Recognize the need to constantly evolve the 
teams and structure, as the core 
competencies needed to address crises 
change quickly. 

7. Keep a group protected to think about the next 
horizon; the here and now is critical, and so is    
the outlook for 30, 60, and 90 days and longer. 
Blocking off people for long-term planning allows 
for better decisions today. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced all 
organizations, especially governments, to 
dramatically elevate   their response strategies. The 
crisis nerve center provides governments with the 
structure and agility to mobilize resources quickly, 
execute, and shift gears as conditions change. 
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Public Sector 
Practice 

COVID-19: How American 
states can manage the surge 
in unemployment services 

State government leaders can proactively streamline 
service delivery to the public amid a quickly evolving 
situation—and maintain the improvements. 
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In a matter of weeks, a single confirmed case of 
COVID-19 in the United States has exploded into  a 
human tragedy that has affected hundreds of 
thousands of people in the country. The pandemic 
has also created an economic crisis that is 
stretching state governments’ ability to deliver 
support services. 

As businesses lay off workers in the face of an 
abrupt economic slowdown, a spike in 
unemployment has tested state governments’ 
capacity. Almost 3.3 million people filed initial 
claims for unemployment benefits between March 
15 and March 21, 2020, the highest on record 
for the country.1 Unemployment programs are 
underequipped to meet this level of need: 
programs themselves are understaffed for a crisis, 
processes easily overwhelm legacy IT systems, 
and in-person appearances aren’t feasible during a 
pandemic. 

At the moment, claimants are facing obstacles at 
every step of the process to obtain 
unemployment benefits (Exhibit 1): 

1.   Insufficient awareness of services and benefits. 
Many residents who have lost their jobs don’t 
know which benefits they are eligible for or 
where and how to access them. And those 

who do find an entry point can struggle with 
navigation, bouncing between websites and call 
centers to resolve issues—without the option of 
going to a field office for guidance. Additionally, 
employers in many states are unaware that 

they can submit batch applications on behalf  of 
their employees. Employer-submitted batch 
applications can significantly reduce strain on 
systems while meaningfully decreasing the 
number of days it takes for claimants to receive 
their benefits.2 

2.   Complex and difficult-to-access systems when 
requesting services. Application forms for 
unemployment benefits are long, complicated, 
and sometimes entirely analog. Unemployment 
websites often interface and rely on legacy 
systems that are not designed to handle the 

Exhibit 1 

COVID-19 complicates each step of state governments’ efforts to provide critical services to 
residents. 
Drive awareness  Receive requests  Process requests  Deliver service 

Step 

Purpos
e 

Unemployment 
challenges 
related to 
COVID-19 

Increase applications 
for essential services 
and decrease 
applications for 
nonessential services 

Use all available 
channels to receive and 
route applicant 
information 

Address requests in a 
timely, transparent, 
and accurate manner 

Initiate and sustain 
provision of services 

•  Insufficient awareness of 
services or benefits 

• Requirements that were 
decided under steady-
state circumstances that, 
in a crisis, may delay or 
prevent access 

• Access constrained 
due to applications not 
being mobile 
responsive 

• Limited capacity across 
telephonic and digital 
mediums 

• Manual processing 
slowed by transition 
to remote operations 

• Overwhelmed IT 
infrastructure due to 
high volume 

• Lengthy lead times 
• Complex and onerous 

recertification 
processes 
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current volume of requests. In addition, some 
states lack mobile-responsive websites, 
which constrains low-income residents who 
don’t own computers and cannot access 
desktop computers in locked-down public 
spaces such as libraries. 

3.   Inefficient request processing. Back-end 
processing is often manual, labor intensive, 
and fraught with bottlenecks. For example, 
many states still use mailers to verify loss of 
employment, delaying processing by at least a 
few days. In addition, most states’ aggressive 
antifraud stance means that even simple 
inconsistencies in an application—writing 
“Street” instead of “St.,” for instance—can 
trigger enhanced validations and delay cases. 

4.   Lengthy and opaque service-delivery timelines. 
Largely because of process traps, claimants  
can wait for weeks or even months to receive 

their benefit checks. During this period, their 
application status is often unclear or 

unavailable. Indeed, a claimant might not know 
that an application is incomplete or erroneous
— and therefore not progressing. 

Yet the public is depending on unemployment 
programs to meet the challenge. Unemployment 
assistance is one of the few immediately available 
financial lifelines, not only for residents in need  
but also—in a massive economic event such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic—for local economies. 
For a local economy, unemployment insurance 
has the potential to inject far greater stimulus than 
the individual assistance in the federal relief 
package given the level of support per person. In 
the face of these challenges, states could 
consider five levers to identify and address 
bottlenecks and rapidly deliver benefits to 
residents (Exhibit 2). 

Critically, each of these levers can have a 
tangible impact within days or weeks, enabling 
states to weather surging demand (to see what 
states could accomplish immediately, see 
sidebar, “Easing service backlogs within 24 
hours”). Taken together, 

Exhibit 2 

To address these challenges, governments can use five mutually reinforcing levers while 
prioritizing quick wins. 

• Optimize manual work and 

equip team members with the 
right tools 
— Reassign staff to the most 
critical processes 
— Give call-center agents the 
tools to succeed in remote 
operations 

• Design and configure bots and 

algorithms to reduce capacity 
bottlenecks 
— Deploy low- or no-code 
technologies to address 
specific bottlenecks and pain 
points1 

— Use prebuilt libraries and 
APIs2  for routine tasks (eg, 
income verification) 

• Manage demand and 
stop nonessential work 

— Decrease the number of forms and 
inputs required to submit service 
application 
— Segment incoming requests by 
response type to accelerate resolution 
— Adjust governance, delegations of 
authority, and approval requirements 
to increase throughput 

• Redesign processes to reduce handoffs 

and improve systems of engagement 
— Rapidly identify and address 
bottlenecks 
— Identify opportunities for parallel 
processing in sequential activities 
— Remove nonessential steps • Create structured digital inputs 
— Use self-service channels to 

avoid crowding physical 
spaces during a pandemic 

— Process paper forms with 
optical character recognition 

Simplify 

Orchestrate 

Digitize Automate 

Reorganize 
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Easing ser vice backlogs within 24 hours 

Some states might not have time and 
resources to implement all 
recommenda- tions (exhibit). 

However, every state can accomplish 
the following tasks, which will more 
easily match residents to unemployment 
benefits: 

—   Adapt eligibility guidelines to 
reflect new federal and state 
permissions. 

—   Encourage employers to submit 
batch applications on behalf of 
their employees if the system 
allows it. 

—   Smooth demand with tactics such 
as assigning different times of day 
for different groups to apply. 

—   Prominently display links to file 
claims on web pages. 

—   Reallocate capacity from other 
departments to unemployment 
benefit– related tasks. 

—   Sort and assign cases based on 
complexity to maximize 
processing speed. 

Short term 
(1–2 
weeks) 

Medium 
term 
(3–4 weeks) 

O  Integrate information on 
services in 
communications related to 
COVID-19 

O  Integrate communications 
to make residents aware 
of all available state 
services 

S   Determine steady-state 
eligibility rules for duration 
of COVID-19 pandemic 

D   Optimize web traffic for 
services to ensure proper 
routing 

D   Build surge capacity into 
network and other tech 
systems for the long 
term 

Develop aspirational plans 
for full digital journey 
transformation O   Add triaging functionality 
to call-centers’ interactive 
voice response systems 
to reduce unnecessary 
call volumes 

O   Implement measures to 
smooth demands (eg, 
assigning daily time slots 
for different groups to file) 

O   Redesign website landing 
pages to front-load links 
for filing claims 

R   Plan and launch rapid 
hiring event 

A   Communicate 
anticipated wait times to 
applicants 

R   Establish digital 
continuity team to 
respond to crash events 

O   Pilot process to 
batch requests to 
smooth demand on 
servers R   Work with vendors to 
maximize surge capacity 

R   Maximize remote working 
in call centers to support 
physical distancing 

O   Implement rapid 
triage protocols to 
sort and assign 
cases based on 
complexity 

O   Move toward 
automatic 
conditional approval 
to process initial 
claims and 
implement ex post 
fraud prevention 

A   Automatically 
triage requests 

O   Recalibrate fraud 
detection 
mechanisms to 
improve throughput 

Lay groundwork to 
fully digitize service 
provision (eg, 
providing funds 
electronically rather 
than with physical 
card) 

D 

D   Transition in-person 
touchpoints with 
applicants to the 
web or phone 

Build conversational 
chatbot to handle 
most common 
servicing requests 
(eg, change of 
address, status 
checks) 

Exhibit 

An array of immediate, short-term, and medium-term actions can help states ensure services 
reach their most vulnerable residents. 
S  Simplify  O  Orchestrate  D  Digitize  A   Automate  R   Reorganize 
 
Time to impact  Drive awareness  Receive requests  Process requests  Deliver service 

Immediat
e 
(<24 
hours) 

S   Adapt eligibility guidelines 
to reflect new federal and 
state permissions 

O  Update online FAQs to 
reflect eligibility changes 

R   Redeploy 
capacity from 
other depart- 
ments to process 
claims 

R   Partner with local 
firms to support 
delivery of benefits 

A 

D 
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these levers help set the stage for fundamental 
process redesigns—rather than mere 
incremental improvements. 

Simplify centers on managing demand and stopping 
nonessential work. This could be as simple as 
taking a few hours to execute a governance change 
that decreases bottlenecks during processing. For 
instance, several states have revised their eligibility 
requirements to increase throughput of applications. 
In addition, states could fast-track claimants who 
are most likely to qualify for benefits and consider 
relaxing requirements that might not be worth the 
incremental complexity. These decisions require 
careful cost–benefit analysis but could be quite 
impactful. 

Orchestrate refers to redesigning processes to 
reduce handoffs and bypass bottlenecks. 
Some shifts could be simple—for instance, 
expediting straightforward claims in batches. 
Others could 

require more legwork, such as moving toward 
automatic approval for initial claims that meet 
certain conditions. States can significantly shorten 
processing time by making end-to-end processes 
leaner; a virtual “process war room” can help 
rapidly identify and act on opportunities for 
improvement. Indeed, multiple states are already 
expediting claims by waiving requirements such as 
seven-day waiting periods and employment-search 
verifications. 

Digitize enables states to make significant front- 
and back-end changes to improve user 
interaction, enhance data clarity, and streamline 
workflows— ushering in a completely reinvented 
process,   which is especially relevant given the 
implications of physical distancing during a 
pandemic. At the same time, a cloud-hosted 
model increases the ability to handle surge 
volumes more easily, web pages updated with 
simple directions and FAQs improve application 
quality, optical character recognition scans forms 
rapidly and automatically, 

Note:	This	is	an	illustrative	example,	not	reflective	of	a	current	offering.	

Exhibit 3 

The ideal user interface should be intuitive, mobile-optimized, simple, and clear. 

Live error notification and 
validation to	improve	
accuracy	of	submitted	
applications	

Document scanning to	prepopulate	forms	with	
employer,	pay,	and	other	information	and	minimize	errors	
from	manual	keying	of	information	

Instant confirmation of	
application	submission	and	
estimated	processing	time	
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and dashboards track productivity in real time 
(Exhibit 3). State unemployment program leaders 
will need to work closely with state or department 
chief information officers to incorporate 
considerations such as security and coordinate on 
procurements, but this lever has significant 
potential to support physical-distancing efforts by 
enabling both residents and state employees to 
avoid physical locations. 

Automate refers to techniques such as targeted 
deployment of low- and no-code technologies  (for 
example, robotic process automation, robotic 
desktop automation, and chatbots) to rapidly 
address holdups (such as common errors in forms) 
and updates for residents on the status of their 
applications by text or phone. Although these 
investments can take longer to implement, they can 
significantly decrease backlog as well as the 
burden on state staff while efficiently administering 
services. With staff already overwhelmed, 
gathering their input to automate processes will 
require creativity. Work sprints that minimize 
time commitment from staff and tap former 
department employees who are not actively 
responding to the crisis can generate useful input 
without burdening staff. 

Reorganize focuses on people—deploying and 
upskilling workers to efficiently work through the 
backlog. In the short term, supporting employees 
and making sure they can effectively work from 
home can improve output. Over time, reallocating 
capacity to the area of greatest need, training 
agents in customer service, and ensuring 
consistency can sustainably increase productivity. 
For example, a midwestern state has redeployed 
staff from less-utilized services to meet demand at 
its unemployment call center. 

While state unemployment systems have never 
seen such a surge in volume, our experiences 
with governments in crisis situations suggest 
that states can use these tactics to overcome 
the present challenge. After all, one federal 
agency achieved a tenfold increase in claims 
throughput after a natural disaster. 

Unemployment benefits is the first of many services 
to see a spike in demand. States can invest in 
interventions that will remove process bottlenecks 
today, increase readiness for the surge that is likely 
to come, and lay the foundation for broader, longer- 
term transformational change. States that transform 
the way they deliver services can improve the 
likelihood that critical resources reach their most 
vulnerable residents. 
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