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Background
• Connecticut Urban Opportunity Collaborative (CUOC) and UpTogether launched the 

Changemaker Fund, which invests in 120 resident leaders in the Hartford, Bridgeport, 
and New Haven, who are working together to build community power to address 
socio-economic issues.

• Resident leaders should continue to lead this work and need to be able to experience a 
better socio-economic path for themselves and their families in their pursuit of systemic 
and institutional change. 

• Partnered with 2Gen, Parent Leader Training Institute (PLTI), the Commission for 
Women, Children, Seniors, Equity, and Opportunity (CWCSEO), and the Department of 
Social Services (DSS) to provide a peer benefit navigation process. 



Pilot Participants

● With one exception, all participants are from Bridgeport, Hartford, or New Haven
● Participant ages range from 18 to 76.
● 72% of participants prefer to communicate in English and 28% prefer to 

communicate in Spanish.
● 79% of participants identify as women.
● 97.5% of participants identify as cisgender.
● 97.5% of participants identify as either Black or Latine.
● 99.2% of reported incomes are less than $66,592, with the majority having 

incomes less than $34,627.
● 6.7% of participants shared that they or someone in their household are 

undocumented.



A Glimpse into 
Participating 
Households

65.8% of participants have children in their 
household.

150 children are benefiting from the 
Changemaker Fund, with 77.3% being age 
12 or younger.

29.2% of all households are led by a single 
parent, with the majority being single 
mothers.

Households with 3 or more adults tended to 
have extended family members and/or adult 
children living in the house. 



Before Peer Benefit Navigation

● 80.8% of participants were already receiving between one and four of the 
screened benefits.

● 35% of participants shared they are also receiving Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI).

● 5% of participants shared they are also receiving Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI).

● 9.2% of participants shared they are also receiving Women, Infants & 
Children (WIC).



After Peer Benefit Navigation

● 70.8% of participants were determined by Navigators to be eligible for at least one 
additional benefit.

● Of these participants, nearly half are eligible for three or more benefits.
● Navigators also referred participants to other potential benefits such as: 
● CT Energy Assistance Program (CEAP),
● Low Income Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), 
● Low Income Household Water Assistance Program (LIHWAP),
● State Administered General Assistance (SAGA), and
● Women, Infants & Children (WIC).
● Based on qualitative analysis, benefits regarding utility assistance tended to be 

recommended to participants more often than the other additional benefits.



Participants’ Experience with Peer Benefit Navigation

● Based on the 68 responses to an optional anonymous feedback survey…
● 82.4% found Peer Benefit Navigation to be informative or very informative.
● 100% found the Navigators to be helpful or very helpful.
● Many appreciated how knowledgeable, attentive, and caring Navigators were 

beyond Benefit Navigation.



Navigators’ Experience with Peer Benefit Navigation

● All Navigators felt supported or well supported.
● Several said the available resources and training were comprehensive.
● Several also said it was easy to get support from their peers or the Project 

Lead.
● Common challenges:
● Building trust with participants to elicit necessary information
● Making information digestible for participants
● Scheduling Benefit Navigation consultations
● Technology
● Some participants struggle with using technology or the Internet



Opportunities & Recommendations

Simplifying Information.

● Navigators and participants described the process as “too complicated” with “too many steps.” While 
Navigators explained information well, it was still a challenge for participants to recall all steps.

Streamlining the process.

● Providing more notice to Navigators around their assigned participants and relevant information.

● Having a central drive to store all information.

● Having a system to record information on when other personnel have assisted participants.

● Recording when other personnel are adding or editing participant information.

● Having clearer points of contact for participants.

More Training for Navigators.

● On the process from start to finish from the participant perspective.

● Accommodating participants with technological challenges.



Public-Private Collaboration to Protect Benefits
Relationships built on shared interests
● Collaborative work on benefits navigation supported building a relationship with DSS and 

drawing on the expertise across partners
● Early in implementing CUOC’s pilot, partners explored with DSS the need for benefit 

protections for the pilot participants
● Shared interests in documenting the impact of direct cash assistance pilots in pursuing 

participant goals and economic stability.

Open lines of communication
● CUOC and nonprofit partners continue to examine with DSS benefits cliffs, potential of pilots, 

protections and supports needed.
● CUOC submitted testimony supporting GBI proposals in 2024 and 2025 legislative sessions to 

share research, approach to our pilot, and need for public benefit protections.



Public-Private Collaboration to Protect Benefits

Benefit protections for Direct Cash Assistance pilots.
• DSS language in budget legislation enacted offers first benefit protections to eligible 

participants in direct cash assistance pilots in Connecticut approved by DSS meeting pilot 
eligibility requirements, including having an evaluation plan.

• DSS has launched a Direct Cash Transfer Initiative. Requirements and benefit protections are 
summarized here 
https://portal.ct.gov/dss/economic-security/direct-cash-transfer-pilot-initiative. 

https://portal.ct.gov/dss/economic-security/direct-cash-transfer-pilot-initiative
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Liany E. Arroyo
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The Cliff Effect
• There are complex intersections between DSS programs and 

how they impact families' lives
• Sudden loss of benefits—known as eligibility cliffs—can create 

real hardship during moments of progress
• Connecticut is a state leader in tackling this challenge head-on
• We are deeply committed to ensuring that new opportunities for 

economic mobility don’t come at the cost of essential supports
• Our goal: Reduce harm, not create new barriers, when clients 

move forward
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Legislative Victories
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Direct Cash Transfer
• Disregard any financial assistance received by a family member 

participating in a pilot program

Job Training Programs
• Disregard any financial assistance received by a family member 

participating in a pilot program

Direct Rental Assistance
• Disregard from income eligibility determinations any direct rental 

assistance received under a pilot program 



Building Trust Between Philanthropy and Government
• Trust is fragile—families may worry that new philanthropic 

programs could affect their benefits
• Clear communication is essential to reassure families and 

protect their access to core supports
• Philanthropy as an innovation partner: testing bold ideas and 

piloting new approaches
• Government as the scaler and sustainer: embedding what 

works into long-term systems
• Collaboration builds confidence—for families and for the future 

of the safety net

Connecticut Social Services 23

“When we come together—state government, philanthropy, nonprofits—we can ensure families receive 
support that is seamless, consistent, and free from unintended harm.” 



Thank You 
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