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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Over the last decade, there has been a significant 
increase in the number of low-income individu-
als in California who do not have access to enough 
food for an active and healthy life.1 The low-income 
households impacted with the worst level of food 
insecurity are those that have children and those 
that are Spanish-speaking.2 Increased food inse-
curity is of significant concern because it is associ-
ated with higher chances of mental health issues, 
substance abuse disorders, and chronic diseases 
such as diabetes and hypertension.3,4 In an effort 
to address this issue, California offers low-income 
residents access to  CalFresh, a federal nutrition pro-
gram that  distributes monthly electronic benefits 

that can be used to buy food at local markets.7 Cur-
rently, the San  Mateo County Human Services 
Agency (smc-hsa) wants to learn more about how 
to reduce  barriers that impede access to the CalFresh 
program  from qualified households. The smc-hsa 
acknowledges that it is critical to learn about the 
strategies that other county agencies have used to 
improve food security for their most vulnerable citi-
zens. This case study examines San Francisco Coun-
ty’s CalFresh Office Modernization project, and 
how it might assist in providing San Mateo County 
with solutions to increase CalFresh participation 
rates and improve the health and well-being of all 
county residents. 

Natasha Bourbonnais, Interim Human Services  
Manager I, San Mateo County Human Services Agency
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Introduction
The Great Recession, occurring in 2007 and through 
June 2009, significantly increased food insecu-
rity among low-income individuals in California.1 
According to the US Department of Agriculture, 
this means there is currently a substantial number of 
men, women, and children who do not have access to 
enough food and live with fear of starvation.2 Adults 
who are food insecure have poorer health and are at 
higher risk of depression, substance abuse disorders, 
obesity, and chronic diseases.3,4 Also, food insecurity 
among children has been linked to negative academic 
performance and outcomes.5,6 Fortunately, Califor-
nia offers low-income house-holds access to a federal 
nutrition program called CalFresh, which distributes 
monthly benefits that can be used to purchase food.7 
Acknowledging the importance of food security on 
the health and well-being of all California residents, 
San Mateo County Human Services Agency (smc-
hsa) is diligently working to improve access to food 
for all low-income individuals. This case study exam-
ines San Francisco County’s CalFresh Office Mod-
ernization, and how it might provide San Mateo 
County with solutions to increase CalFresh partici-
pation rates and decrease food insecurity.

Background
In 2012, the California Department of Social Ser-
vices (cdss) made a number of regulatory changes 
that improved access to the CalFresh program for 
low-income individuals. In January 2012, the require-
ment to use the Statewide Fingerprint Imaging Sys-
tem for issuing CalFresh benefits was discontinued.8 
In July 2012, the cdss required all county agencies 

to waive the face-to-face interview for all CalFresh 
applications and recertifications.9 Beginning in 
August 2013, the cdss also simplified the CalFresh 
recertification process by moving from quarterly 
reports to semi-annual reporting.10 These three cdss 
state efforts enabled county welfare departments to 
increase CalFresh participation and reduce unnec-
essary barriers to enrollment and recertification. In 
addition to these statewide efforts, each county was 
also required to submit a three-year plan to cdss 
outlining their deliberate efforts to increase Cal-
Fresh caseloads over the next three years. San Fran-
cisco County has utilized a number of strategies to 
increase CalFresh participation rates, and is a leader 
in finding innovative solutions to providing nutri-
tious and healthy food to all low-income residents. 

San Francisco County’s CalFresh  
Office Modernization
San Francisco County Human Services Agency 
(sfc-hsa) has implemented a variety of creative and 
collaborative modernization solutions for reducing 
the food insecurity of their low-income citizens. One 
of the most innovative strategies that sfc-hsa devel-
oped to increase CalFresh participation rates was 
utilizing new technology. Approximately four years 
ago, sfc-hsa created an online application system, 
BenefitsSF.org. For the first time ever in San Francisco, 
clients could apply for food benefits on the Internet. 
Today, all California counties utilize online applica-
tion systems. San Mateo County Human Services 
Agency utilizes the website  MyBenefitsCalWin.org, 
which is based on San Francisco’s original website. 
Currently, San Francisco receives approximately 
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30% of their CalFresh applications online. This 
website has provided clients and community-based 
organizations more access to CalFresh and other 
county programs.

The second modernization initiative that has 
been successful at sfc-hsa is creating a more client-
focused and streamlined service delivery model. For 
example, the sfc-hsa eligibility workers currently 
staff the front desk service counter. This strategy 
enables eligibility workers to meet the CalFresh 
clients’ needs in a more efficient and effective man-
ner. Overall, this delivery model has saved time and 
increased client satisfaction. In addition, sfc-hsa is 
currently initiating a lobby redesign plan that will 
increase this client-focused service delivery model. 
The lobby redesign will include self-serve kiosks, 
phone carrels, computer stations, and increased 
hours of operations. 

Another interesting strategy that has been imple-
mented to decrease food insecurity and increase 
access to food for low-income individuals in San 
Francisco County is the creation of the Food Secu-
rity Task Force (fsts). The fsts is an advisory to the 
Board of Supervisors, and is responsible for creat-
ing a countywide plan for addressing food security. 
The fstf is a multiagency, collaborative effort that 
consists of members from sfc-hsa and local com-
munity-based organizations. The focus is on collec-
tively decreasing hunger and increasing food security 
in San Francisco. The task force consists of approxi-
mately 30 representatives, fifteen of whom are voting 
members, from sfc-hsa, faith based organizations, 
community-based agencies, health clinics, and the 
public. The task force tracks vital data regarding 
hunger and food security, including the utilization 
and demand for federal food programs and commu-
nity-based organizations’ meal programs. 

Currently, the fsts is focused on the follow-
ing four goals. First, to maximize the utilization 
of federally funded nutrition programs. Second, 
to expand food security resources for populations 
not adequately covered by current government pro-
grams. Third, to improve access to and knowledge 
of obtaining and preparing healthy and nutritious 

food. Fourth, to improve the coordination of efforts 
to decrease food waste. In order to achieve these 
goals, the fsts created a six-committee structure 
comprised of separate committees addressing Cal-
Fresh participation and governance, and four addi-
tional committees addressing the needs of seniors, 
homeless individuals, singule room occupancy resi-
dents, and children. In order to effectively address 
these goals, the fsts stays current on the most 
recent government food policies. For example, fsts 
invited California Food Policy advocates to come 
provide legislative updates. They have also worked 
with research students from the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley Goldman School of Public Policy 
to examine the city’s restaurant meals program. 
Similar to San Mateo County, fsts is working with 
Code for America to identify ways to use technol-
ogy to improve public service delivery and increase 
food security. 

Aside from the aforementioned strategies, sfc-
hsa has also worked on providing same-day Cal-
Fresh application services to homeless clients at the 
Project Homeless Connect (phc) events. phc pro-
vides a single location where nonprofit medical and 
social service providers work together to administer 
comprehensive services to the homeless population 
in San Francisco. phc is recognized as a best-practice 
model by the US Interagency Council on Homeless-
ness, and has been replicated in over 260 cities across 
the country, as well as in Canada and Australia.11 
The San Francisco phc event has been a great suc-
cess for getting eligible homeless clients enrolled in 
the CalFresh program because the eligibility workers 
have the technology to complete the application on 
the same-day. The clients can pick up their Electronic 
Benefits Transfer (ebt) card the same afternoon, and 
access food in the local markets that same evening. 
This service delivery method has been especially 
helpful for homeless individuals, who often have a 
difficult time attending scheduled appointments. 
By simplifying the application to a one-day process, 
CalFresh participation rates increase and interview 
time slots remain open for walk-in clients. 
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Interestingly, many of the other sfc-hsa mod-
ernization efforts are similar to those implemented 
in San Mateo County. For example, sfc-hsa is 
shifting all eligibility programs to a call center model 
where cases are banked in the system and assigned 
to the next available staff person. This increases 
the agency’s ability to process applications quickly 
and more efficiently. Also, in an effort to meet the 
demands of the upcoming implementation of the 
Affordable Care Act, sfc-hsa is training all the 
eligibility workers to process both Medi-Cal and 
CalFresh applications. This will enable eligibility 
workers to increase CalFresh participation by reach-
ing out to Medi-Cal clients who may also qualify 
for food assistance. In addition, both San Francisco 
and San Mateo County recognize the importance of 
contracting with community-based organizations 
to recruit potential CalFresh applicants. However, 
despite all these outreach efforts, both counties con-
tinue to face barriers to increasing CalFresh partici-
pation rates.

Barriers and Opportunities to Increasing 
CalFresh Participation Rates
Over the past five years, CalFresh caseloads have 
grown in both San Francisco and San Mateo 
County. However, despite this increase, there con-
tinues to be similar barriers to participation rates. 
One of the major obstacles that both counties face is 
infiltrating diverse populations who encounter lan-
guage barriers, myths, fears, and stigma about access-
ing county benefits. For example, San Francisco and 
San Mateo County have a difficult time engaging 
some Spanish-speaking and Cantonese/Mandarin-
speaking immigrant populations who may fear that 
accessing CalFresh benefits may impact their ability 
to apply for citizenship. Another challenge that both 
county agencies face are the eligibility requirements 
for applying to the CalFresh program. For example, 
many clients and community-based organization 
(cbo) staff are confused about the needed documen-
tation, and are not up-to-date on the most recent pro-
gram changes. Even after the cbo staff members are 
trained on the CalFresh application process, there is 

high staff turnover and the cbo staff are at-capacity 
with their own programmatic needs. Finally, due 
to the complexity of the regulation-driven applica-
tion process, quarterly reporting, and recertifica-
tion requirements, many clients do not complete the 
application, or are discontinued from the program at 
their reporting or renewal period. 

Despite these obstacles, there are opportunities 
for San Francisco and San Mateo County to tackle 
these barriers and increase CalFresh participation 
rates. In order to connect with diverse populations 
that have language barriers, myths, and fears about 
accessing county benefits, both agencies have recom-
mended targeted outreach through cbos that have 
built trust with these populations. Second, both San 
Francisco and San Mateo have CalFresh outreach 
strategies that include contracting and training more 
cbo staff on how to complete the online CalFresh 
application and recruit more clients. Finally, both 
agencies continue to simplify the application and 
recertification process by using the most recent cdss 
regulation changes and modernizing their offices to 
provide a more client-focused delivery system.

Recommendation for San Mateo County
The San Francisco County Human Services Agency 
(sfc-hsa) has implemented a number of innovative, 
collaborative, and client-focused strategies to increase 
their CalFresh participation rates and decrease food 
insecurity for low-income individuals. For example, 
sfc-hsa has made multiple efforts to engage diverse 
populations, to collaborate with community-based 
organizations, and to simplify the application and 
recertification process. San Mateo County Human 
Services Agency can benefit from the strategies, solu-
tions, and recommendations made by San Francisco 
County to increase CalFresh participation rates. 
The following is a list of possible recommendations 
for the San Mateo County Human Services Agency 
offered within three main categories:

Engaging Diverse Populations

 ■ Create an outreach unit that works closely with 
contracted community-based organizations 
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(cbos) to engage targeted and hard-to-reach 
populations.

 ■ Offer webcam video or phone interviews at the 
Family Resource Centers and cbos in the coun-
ty’s rural areas, such as Pescadero.

 ■ Reduce the stigma of using a county-adminis-
tered food nutrition program by creating a bet-
ter public image of CalFresh by educating the 
general population on how CalFresh positively 
impacts community wellbeing.

Collaboration and Education

 ■ Collaborate with organizations, such as the 
Thrive Alliance, to create a food security task 
force that provides advisory to the Board of 
Supervisors and is responsible for creating a 
countywide plan for addressing food insecurity.

 ■ Contract with cbos to train county staff on 
engaging targeted, diverse populations. 

 ■ Provide cbo staff with quarterly or on-demand 
tours of the CalFresh county offices.

 ■ Train all Children and Family Services staff on 
how to use the online benefits application web-
site, MyBenefitsCalWin.org. 

Streamlining the Application Processes

 ■ Utilize new technology, such as telephonic sig-
natures, to get applications processed faster for 
those individuals who do not live near a county 
office.

 ■ Continue reviewing discontinuances and deni-
als for quality assurance to ensure all cases are 
being treated fairly and consistently.

Conclusion
Increasing the food security of California’s low-
income populations is vitally important to ensuring 
the creation of healthy and thriving communities. 
Current research highlights that food insecurity 
is associated with poorer heath, as well as higher 
chances of mental health issues and substance abuse 
disorders.3,4 Also, food insecurity among children 
has been linked to negative academic outcomes and 
performance.5,6 This is a serious concern given that 
food insecurity in California significantly increased 

during the Great Recession of 2007 through 2009.1 
Acknowledging the importance of food security, 
San Mateo County Human Services Agency will 
continue to make every effort to get food to all 
low-income individuals. In order to achieve this 
goal, San Mateo County will continue collaborat-
ing and learning from other innovative public ser-
vice agencies such as San Francisco County Human 
Services Agency. 
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