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Public employees at all levels of government have become scapegoats for budget deficits, facing reductions in their pay, 
benefits and even collective bargaining rights, along with budget cutbacks in the public services they perform. Yet few 
studies have examined the work done by public employees and how it is affected by these changes. 

This study focuses on the results of San Diego County’s effort to reorganize the work of its Family Resource Center employees.   
Through data analysis and a survey of 342 County employees, we found that the business-model reorganization in many 
ways has caused the opposite of its intended outcomes. The reorganization has negatively impacted the workers’ ability  
to perform their jobs and the quality of public assistance services available to county residents. The San Diego County 
eligibility system is in a crisis of structural dysfunction because of understaffing and inefficient, failed reforms.  

An Eye on San Diego County

The San Diego County Board of Supervisors, under fire 
for an abysmally low rate of enrolling eligible residents, 
undertook two potential solutions in 2008 and 2009:

�  A significant effort to advertise and expand access 
to programs such as food stamps, CalWORKs and 
Medi-Cal, just as the recession greatly increased  
the number of people in need; 

�  A reorganization plan called Business Process  
Reengineering – BPR - that changed the eligibility  
process into an assembly-line format, so that  
caseworkers who previously were responsible  
for specific clients now work as task-based and  
call center staff. The BPR was meant to increase  
efficiency, using a software system called CalWIN, 
and implementing a document imaging system 
(DoReS) and a call center (ACCESS).  

The stated intent of the BPR was to raise efficiency,  
enhance customer service, and improve performance  
and job satisfaction of employees. From the workers’  
perspective the BPR has accomplished none of these 
goals, and has actually caused a deterioration of  
customer service and accountability.  As one  
eligibility worker explains: 

I first took this job because I liked helping people. 
I had clients, I knew them and where they worked, 
their families. Now that we are tasked-based I  
don’t know any of the clients.  The BPR has created  
a situation where there is nobody following up  
with clients, so they fall through the cracks.
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This study is based on a review of reports on the County eligibility system, an analysis of publicly available data on applications 
and data obtained from the County on staffing, as well as a survey of eligibility workers and clerical staff conducted in March 
and April 2011 at nine Family Resource Centers and the ACCESS call center. In-depth interviews were also conducted with 24 of 
the employees. As of July 2010, there were 1,134 eligibility workers and clerical staff at the Family Resource Centers and ACCESS.  
Participation by 342 is a very high turnout for a volunteer survey, giving a high confidence level (95%) and a low margin of error 
(4.4%).  Seventy-seven percent of respondents were eligibility workers, who determine assistance eligibility, 21% were clerical 
staff and 2% were supervisors.   

FInDInGS:

1.  Staffing has fallen far behind applications. While 
the monthly averages of newly submitted CalWORKS  
and food stamp applications rose 97% from 2001  
to 2010 and total monthly applications (new and  
pending) rose 234%, the number of eligibility  
workers serving those clients rose only 1%. In fact, 
many eligibility workers were transferred out of the 
Family Resource Centers, where applications are 
processed, into the ACCESS call center, resulting in an  

 
 
 
9% decrease in eligibility workers in the Family 
Resource Centers.  Over the same period there 
has been a 6% reduction in clerical staff. Including 
Medi-Cal, food stamps and CalWORKS, the ratio of 
county recipients to eligibility workers went from 
428:1 to 686:1.  This does not include recipients of 
County Medical Services (CMS), General Relief, Cash 
Assistance Program for Immigrants and Refugee  
Assistance Program, all also processed by the same staff. 1

2.  the county has failed to invest in services. County official say their state and federal funding for administration  
of food stamps and CalWORKS has increased only 17% over the decade even as applications have risen several 
times this figure.2   Even so, the additional funding has not been spent on hiring staff. The county has ramped up  
its spending on advertising the programs and making them more easily accessible, without hiring new employees 
to serve the increased number of applicants.  This lack of investment is despite the fact that the county has  
$2.2 billion dollars in accumulated reserves, and that the Health and Human Services Agency (HHSA) is the  
largest single part of the county budget at 38%.3   According to the Rose Institute of State and Local Government, 
San Diego spends less per dollar of welfare funding received than most other large counties in the state.4 

Figure 1. 

Food Stamps and CalworkS Applications vs. Staffing levels  
in San Diego County Family resource Centers, 2001-2010 
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3.  the case resolution rate has dropped. An analysis  
of program statistics from the state shows that the county  
has not actually improved the resolution of cases.  
HHSA is dealing with more cases, increasing productivity  
per staff member, a trend that began before the BPR was  
implemented in late 2009. The number of food stamp 
cases resolved within the 30-day granting deadline 
has improved in the last two years, but the percentage  
resolved each month out of total cases (new and pending  
applications) has declined.  Since 2005, San Diego’s 

resolution rates have fallen dramatically, by more than 
30% compared to a 5% drop statewide.  Rates continued  
to fall even after the implementation of the BPR. While  
new cases seem to be resolved quickly, resolution rates  
may be dropping because of older cases left to languish,  
applicants reapplying in frustration, or computer  
problems; in any case, these statistics reveal continuing  
problems with service and accuracy.  Moreover, a US 
Department of Agriculture review of the BPR in 2009 
found high rates of error in application processing.5  

4.  newly implemented technology crucial to the 
BPr has not functioned as planned, creating 
confusion, delays and errors.  Workers point out 
that CalWIN, the basis of the BPR, does not function  
well when many users enter information on a single 
applicant. The problems have included erroneous 
approvals and denials as well as conflicting notices 
to clients.  Most users report that DoReS, the docu-
ment imaging system, goes down multiple times a 
week for several hours at a time. As a result clients 
have to submit documents more than once and 

make repeated trips to the Family Resource Centers.   
The call center ACCESS is so understaffed that 
workers are rushed through calls and are often  
unable to resolve issues, so that clients end up  
returning to the resource centers. One ACCESS worker  
describes the pressure of the endless line of calls:

 
It’s not people-oriented. It’s not service-oriented.  
Sometimes we have to deal with the human spirit and 
human need. I don’t want to be harassed by my supervisor 
for doing that. I don’t want to be rude and brush off the 
customer. So how do we win here?   

Figure 1. 

Food Stamps and CalworkS Applications vs. Staffing levels  
in San Diego County Family resource Centers, 2001-2010 

Figure 2. 

Percentage of CalworkS and Food Stamps Cases resolved out of total Cases, 
Monthly Averages for California and San Diego County, 2001-2010

1  The data on the three major programs is publicly available on the county’s website for 2006-2010 and the county could not provide information  
for all applications for the decade.  This ratio includes the eligibility workers in Hospital Outpatient Services who do mostly Medi-Cal and CMS.

2  Bennett, Kelly and Dagny Salas. (2010, February 1). County Government Resents Bearing Safety Net Burden, Voice of San Diego.
3 Center on Policy Initiatives. (2011). San Diego County Revenues and Reserves.
4 Rose Institute of State and Local Government.  (2010).  Comparing San Diego County Services: A Twelve County Analysis. 
5  United States Department of Agriculture.  (2009).  Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Program Access  

Review of State of California Health and Human Services Agency Department of Social Services, San Diego County.
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5.  Pressure to produce numbers has undermined supervision. More than half of eligibility workers report that  
supervision has worsened with the BPR, and only 3% report an improvement.  Supervisors are under constant  
pressure from management to produce higher numbers and are left with insufficient time to complete their  
primary duty of offering support to workers, especially in problem-solving. Workers report that supervisors  
sometimes yell at workers or ignore requests for assistance and that the BPR has created a “chaotic” environment 
lacking clear guidelines and open communication, with an almost singular focus on quantity.  Supervisors and 
management at the Metro Family Resource Center – which has not converted to task-based work - received by  
far the highest evaluation in the surveys.  

6.  Eligibility workers report that the BPr, and its 
transition from a caseworker to task-based system, 
has severely damaged accountability, client service  
and the entire process. The majority of eligibility 
workers report that the reorganization has  
worsened every aspect of work and service they 
were surveyed about. For eleven aspects, over  
70% feel it has worsened; and in no aspect no more 
than 11% report any improvement.  These aspects 

include all of the objectives of the BPR: efficiency, 
case resolution, customer service, job performance 
and satisfaction.

As one worker explained the BPR: 
“It changed everything.  You know it may be working for 
a corporation, but we are not a corporation.  We work 
differently. They thought it was going to go smoother and 
that there would be less problems and paper work.”

Figure 3. 

How have the following work-related factors changed 
since the implementation of the BPr?
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More than 80% of eligibility workers agree worker ac-
countability has deteriorated with the implementation of 
the BPR.  A typical comment:

Before, you were accountable for your own cases. If there 
was something wrong with your case, or a client had a 
problem they could call your supervisor, you know you 
are held accountable if you screwed something up. Now 
if somebody screws up, in task-based they are not held 
accountable. If you are the last person to touch a case you 
are responsible for it.  

Workers also feel strongly that the BPR has degraded 
service for clients, with 72-75% reporting that wait times, 
service, and relationships with clients have worsened  
under BPR.  Clients are shuffled between workers and 
do not have one person responsible for their cases.  The 
workers, who typically respond that the best part of their 
job is “being able to help families transition,” now do the 
intake, or the renewal, or the re-certification, but do not 
get to follow clients through the process and feel pride  
in their work.

7.  the recession has increased the complexity of 
cases as newly unemployed seek aid.. There is 
practically universal agreement among workers 
that the recession has increased the complexity as 
well as the number of cases. Some applicants have 
recently lost their jobs and have many more lost  
assets to document than typical pre-recession  
applicants.  Houses in foreclosure, quickly  
dwindling savings, and more families all mean 
more verifications, paperwork and time per case. 

8.  Most eligibility workers and clerical staff report 
that their wages cannot cover their families’ 
basic needs, and some have relied on public aid 
themselves. Over 70% of employees say that they 
cannot meet their families’ basic needs on their  
salary, and over half have no other household 
income.  The workers’ median annual salary of 
$41,600 is two-thirds of the county median,  
although 65% of them are over 40 and 84% have 
been at their job at least four years – the national 
median tenure - while 37% have held the job 10 
years or longer.  More than 70% said they or family 
members have forgone seeing a doctor or buying 
medicine because of high co-pays, and almost a 
quarter have received government assistance for 
themselves or their families at some point while 
working for the county.  

9.  workload is a bigger concern than pay for the 
employees. The most common answer to the 
open-ended question, “What improvement would 
you most like to see?” is: an increase in staffing.  A 
reduction in workload is a clear second. These two 
answers together account for 126 workers – almost 
half of those who answered (256), compared to 19 
who respond with an increase in pay or benefits. 
Although the BPR was supposed to manage workload,  
82% surveyed said workload has increased and 
only 5% think the BPR has decreased workload. 
The workers report a lack of any control over their 
own schedules, too many tasks assigned without 
sufficient time, and constant interruptions from 
assigned tasks as the offices are in a constant state 
of crisis.  Eighty-two percent of eligibility workers 
report they are under more stress with the BPR, and 
only 3% say stress has improved.  Strikingly, fully 
two-thirds usually feel stressed because of their job 
with 40% always feel stressed. Among the indicators:  
Workers report much higher levels of stress symptoms  
such as headaches, insomnia and anxiety than are 
found in the general population.6    

10.  Employees feel very strongly that the BPr goal  
of worker engagement has not been met. The  
Eligibility BPR Project document states: “Critical 
to the process will be employee involvement and 
engagement at all levels of the organization.”7   
Yet, for example, on March 15, 2011, the SDC Board 
of Supervisors approved 58 recommendations  
to improve the eligibility system put forth by  
the Social Services Advisory Board Work Group, 
which included client, community, contractor  
and management perspectives but not workers.  
Major problems with service delivery, such as 
understaffing and the failure of the task-based 
system, are not addressed by these new measures.  
While workers had some level of representation in 
the original formulation of the BPR, they have not 
had a role in its evaluation or in addressing the 
problems created by its implementation.

6  American Psychological Association. 2010,   
Stress in America.  Available at: http://www.apa.org/ 
news/press/releases/stress/national-report.pdf.   
The symptoms were considerably lower for men.

7  County of San Diego Health and Human Services  
Agency.  Eligibility Continuous Improvement (CI)/Business  
Process Reengineering (BPR) Project, p. 7.
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rECoMMEnDAtIonS

Our research demonstrates that eligibility workers are invested in  
their jobs, dedicated to their clients and eager to contribute to  
solutions to the dysfunction now rampant at the Family Resource  
Centers.  Workers are aware that workload will inevitably increase  
with a budget crisis, but it has reached unsustainable levels and is  
exacerbated by the fact that workers feel they have no voice in  
solutions.  The following recommendations are based on their  
input gathered through the survey, interviews and focus groups.

1.  the County should implement a process of collaborative 
decision-making with workers about changes to work  
organization, program improvements, and evaluation of  
current procedures (including BPr).  the County should live  
up to the original promise of “joint governance” as stated  
on page 6 of the Eligibility BPr Project Document.  

Taking advantage of workers’ input based on their experience  
on the job could help prevent or ameliorate many of the problems  
documented in this report. Employee Advisory meetings and  
Labor-Management meetings have not served the purpose of  
authentic worker input. Excluding workers from decisions that  
affect the organization and functioning of their workplace is  
counterproductive to the goals of customer service and  
increased performance.

2.  Staffing should increase with growing numbers of assistance 
recipients, and should be kept at sufficient levels by hiring 
replacements in a timely manner and considering the active 
workforce in staffing formulas.

Eligibility workers and clerical staff are at a breaking point,  
with extremely high stress levels.  The county has raised  
participation in assistance programs by eligible residents,  
but is not hiring new staff to handle the increased demand  
for services.  While California is in a budget crisis, San Diego  
County has accumulated reserves that are meant for just such 
times.  Although technology has increased the accessibility  
of applications, human beings still need to review, make  
determinations and follow up with applicants.  

3.  the worst effects of the BPr should be reversed by restoring 
the caseworker system, reinstating accountability measures 
and instituting consistent practices across all sites.

The task-based system has greatly degraded accountability,  
client-worker relationships and autonomy.  Treating eligibility  

GloSSArY oF tErMS

�  ACCESS: A public assistance  
call center created in 2009 to 
handle application questions, 
adjustments and follow-up  
over the phone

�  BPr: Business Process  
Reengineering, a reorganization  
of work processes aimed at 
increasing efficiency

�  CalwIn: California’s computer 
software program for government  
aid programs

�  CalworkS: California’s  
version of TANF (Temporary  
Aid to Needy Families)

�  DoreS: Document Retrieval 
System, which scans documents 
into electronic versions

�  FrC: Family Resource Centers, 
where public assistance  
applications are processed 

�  FSP: Food Stamp Program,  
now called CalFresh in California 

�  Medi-Cal: California’s  
Medicaid program, which  
uses federal and state funds  
to provide healthcare to  
low-income families, elderly  
and disabled people

�  SnAP: Supplemental Nutrition  
Assistance Program, the federal 
name for food stamps 

�  USDA: United States  
Department of Agriculture
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workers as assembly-line workers does a disservice to clients and undermines morale.  The caseworker 
system promotes follow-through with clients, worker responsibility, and worker investment in their jobs.  
Moreover, the very technology that is the basis of the BPR – CalWIN – does not function in a task-based 
environment.  In addition, the task-based system is being implemented differently at each site and is  
constantly changing, causing confusion for workers and clients alike.

4.  Supervisors must have time to do their job of overseeing and supporting workers.  Management 
must also ensure a workplace with clear guidelines and open communication, where dignity and 
respect are enforced norms of behavior.

High pressure and stress caused by a focus on quantity does not allow for good relationships with  
supervisors or clients.  Supervisors must be given the time and training to properly do their jobs.   
Supervisors should have an open-door policy in regards to worker requests for assistance.  Moreover,  
supervisors need to hold workers accountable and in turn to be held accountable by management.  

5.  Program-specific training should be given in person by knowledgeable trainers experienced in  
that program and should emphasize problem solving.  workers must be given designated time  
for training of sufficient length and quality.

Training has become very ineffective in many instances, as workers click through the pages in order to  
get on to pressing work.   Training should be focused on improving job performance and not just fulfilling 
a mandate. When workers are cross-trained, they need to be given full training in the new program and  
ACCESS workers need the same training as everyone else, not a modified version because of call volume.  

6.  ACCESS eligibility workers must be given time to resolve issues on the phone. technological  
improvements should be made to alleviate call volume. these changes should include improving 
the call distribution system and instituting a more effective website that makes application status 
and the specific reasons for actions easily accessible to clients. 

ACCESS was intended to ease the process for clients and relieve some of the workload for workers.   
It has done neither.  Customers are frustrated by the time it takes to get in touch with ACCESS, and  
often can’t get through.  Workers are frustrated by the time pressure they are under, which often prevents 
them from resolving issues for clients.  If eligibility workers are to provide actual eligibility information  
and work on cases over the phone they need to be given time to do so, or ACCESS could be decentralized, 
with workers returned to the Family Resource Centers, to allow better coordination with co-workers.    

7.  DoreS must function properly for eligibility workers to do their jobs and management  
should solicit feedback from workers on the newly installed centralized imaging center.

Workers agree that DoReS would actually be a very useful system if it functioned properly.   
Instead, management’s solution has been to centralize the system without worker input.   
Centralization may alleviate or exacerbate the problems, as there will now be an automatic  
delay in imaging and workers will not be able to even look for the physical document in the  
office.  Managers and supervisors should now solicit worker input on the functioning of  
the revised system and be prepared to abandon it if problems worsen.
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