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Who We Are

National Council on Aging
• NCOA is a national non-profit service and advocacy 

organization that works with state, federal, and local 

partners to improve the lives of millions of older 

adults, especially those who are struggling. We work 

primarily in the areas of economic security, health, 

and public policy and advocacy.
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Who We Are

National Association of States United for 

Aging and Disabilities:

• The National Association of States United for 

Aging and Disabilities administers the National 

Information and Referral (I&R) Support Center. 

The National I&R Support Center provides 

training, technical assistance, and information 

resources to build capacity and promote 

continuing development of aging and disability 

information and referral services nationwide.

Page 3



Overcoming Stigma to Identify 

Benefits

• May 23, 2017

• Brandy Bauer

Communications Manager, Economic Security



Before We Get Started…

What type of agency/ 

organization do you 

represent?



50%5%
10%
10%
25%

What type of organization?

1. Area Agency on Aging

2. ADRC

3. CIL

4. State Office on Aging

5. Other



NCOA’s Center for Benefits Access

 www.ncoa.org/centerforbenefits

 Funded by the U.S. Administration for 

Community Living (ACL)

 Help community-based organizations find and 

enroll low-income seniors and younger adults 

with disabilities into benefits for which they are 

eligible

 Also the Medicare Improvements for Patients 

and Providers Act (MIPPA) Resource Center

http://www.ncoa.org/centerforbenefits


What We Mean by Core Benefits

 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP/Food Stamps): pays for 
groceries

 Part D Low Income Subsidy/Extra Help: 
reduces drug & Part D plan costs

 Medicare Savings Programs: cover Part B 
premium, and sometimes cost-sharing

 Medicaid: wraparound coverage for people 
with Medicare

 Low Income Home Energy Assistance 
Program: pays heating and cooling costs to 
utility company



Outreach

Does your agency/ 

organization do direct 

outreach for any of 

these programs?



15%
15%
70%

Does your agency do direct outreach?

1. Yes

2. No

3. I don’t know



Background on Stigma

 NCOA heard from many benefits 
counselors that stigma is a major 
reason people do not apply for 
benefits

 Last year, after a literature review 
and comprehensive interviews 
with 40 counselors, we published 
An End to Stigma

 www.ncoa.org/stigma

http://www.ncoa.org/stigma


Two Forms of Stigma

 Internal stigma – Feelings of personal 

shame/embarrassment

► “I don’t want to be one of those people with the [EBT] card.”

► “Other people need these benefits more than I do.”

► “My neighbors might find out I’m on Food Stamps.”

► Welfare isn’t for me; it’s for young moms who pop out kids.”

► “I don’t need a handout.”

 External stigma – Negative experiences with or perceptions 

of benefit/administering agency

► “They’re going to take my house away.” [estate recovery fear]

► “It’s not worth the effort to only get $15.” [minimum SNAP benefit]

► “I don’t want to deal with the social services department.”



Your Experience

If so, which is more 

common?

Do you see either form 

of stigma among your 

clients? 



0%
72%
22%
6%

Do you see stigma?

1. Yes, internal stigma

2. Yes, external stigma

3. Yes, both types of stigma

4. No, I haven’t seen either 
form of stigma among our 
clients.



Consequences of Stigma

 3 out of 5 older adults who potentially 

qualify for SNAP are not enrolled

 Younger adults with disabilities miss out on 

subsidies that can help them live 

independently



Factors Affecting Stigma

 Individual characteristics

► Age: Those who lived through/remember the 

Great Depression less likely to seek help

► Residence: Individuals who live in more affluent 

communities less likely to apply for fear of being 

singled out or belief they are taking away from 

others with greater need

► Disability: Complicated; experience of stigma 

depends on many factors, including age of 

onset, type of disability, and connection to peers 

with disabilities 



Factors Affecting Stigma (cont.)

 Characteristics of administering agencies/benefits

► Benefits associated with Social Security & 

Medicare have very little stigma attached to them

► Method of receiving benefits helps de-stigmatize 

them

• Medicare Savings Programs: Recipients get Part B 

premium back in Social Security check

• Energy assistance paid directly to utility company

► SNAP & Medicaid are highly stigmatized

• Complexity of applications turns people off

• Burden of documentation, interviews, etc.



An Example of Administrative Burden

Texas SNAP application:

• 18 pages

• Dependent care 

expenses well explained, 

but no explanation of 

medical expenses for 

senior/disabled deduction



Overcoming Stigma

 NCOA engaged M+R/Perry Undem to research what 

concepts, messages, and outreach venues work best 

with low-income older adults



Research Methodology

 Interviews with benefits 

counselors

 National telephone survey

► 1,014 adults aged 60+ 

► Incomes below 250% FPL

► Asked about knowledge of 

benefits programs, interest in 

programs, where they get 

trusted information, and tested 

messages

 Focus groups with older 

adults in four cities



Key Findings: Barriers to Applying

 Lack of awareness about programs 

(including who they were for)

 Assumption that a lot of paperwork is 

involved

 Don’t know where to begin

 “Other people need more help than me”



Which Would You Click?

1 2
3

4



6%28%
44%
22%

Which would you click

1. 1

2. 2

3. 3

4. 4
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Key Findings: Top Messages

 “Help for people on 

fixed incomes is 

important because 

the cost of living 

goes up, but our 

incomes do not.”



Key Findings: Top Messages (cont.)

 Other key messages that resonate:

► Money for groceries can make it easier to eat 

healthy food and prevent getting sick

► Help with prescription drugs [Extra Help] can 

save up to $4,000/yr

► Financial help from benefits can mean less 

worry and stress about making ends meet



Where Do Older Adults Get Trusted Info?

Which place do you 

think ranks highest? 



0%

0%

12%

50%

27%

12%

Which place do you think ranks the 

highest?

1. Radio

2. Local Newspaper

3. Local TV News

4. National TV News

5. Internet News Sites

6. Social Media



0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Enter your question.....

1. Radio

2. Local Newspaper

3. Local TV News

4. National TV News

5. Internet News Sites

6. Social Media



Where Do Older Adults Get Trusted Info?

 Local TV 
news

(69% of those 
surveyed said 
they trusted 
and sought out 
local TV news 
for 
information)

Which place do you 

think ranks highest? 



Applying These Lessons

 Emphasize fixed income in 

communications—how benefits help 

alleviate some of the stress and worry about 

living on a limited budget

 Proactively address concerns about the 

process

 Be explicit about eligibility guidelines

 If you have connections with local TV news 

outlets, use them to promote your services



38%
46%
17%

Are you familiar with Benefits Enrollment 

Centers?

1. Yes, very familiar with Benefit 
Enrollment Centers

2. Yes, I have heard of Benefit 
Enrollment Centers

3. I have never heard of Benefit 
Enrollment Centers
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Referral resource: BenefitsCheckUp®

 www.BenefitsCheckUp.org

 Screens for over 2,000 public and private 

programs

► Can search by specific category of program

http://www.benefitscheckup.org/


Referral resource: 

Benefits Enrollment Centers (BECs)

 NCOA funds 59 BECs serving individuals in 

31 states

 Provide comprehensive screening, 

application assistance, and follow-up for all 

of the programs for which a person might be 

eligible 

 Welcome partnerships & referrals

 www.ncoa.org/becs

http://www.ncoa.org/becs


More Information

 Visit:

► www.ncoa.org/centerforbenefits

► www.BenefitsCheckUp.org

 Follow: @NCOAging

 Write: brandy.bauer@ncoa.org

http://www.ncoa.org/centerforbenefits
http://www.benefitscheckup.org/
mailto:brandy.bauer@ncoa.org


Benefits Outreach

To help NASUAD and NCOA provide 

resources and tools for non-aging 

Information & Referral Specialists, we are 

hosting a focus group to learn more about 

benefits out reach you already provide to 

older adults and people with disabilities.
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Please review the following 

resources and consider their 

usefulness



Sample Social Media Posts

Page 37

Facebook

• “Are you a working individual with a disability? Are you  

having a hard time paying your Medicare costs? Help  

may be available through the Medicare Savings  

Program.”

Twitter

• Do you want to save on Medicare costs? If you are  

low-income, you may qualify for a Medicare Savings  

Program #MedicareSavings

• Medicare costs are high! If you are low-income there  

are Medicare Savings Programs and Low-Income  

Subsidies to help you pay. #MedicareSavings



0%

0%

0%

Would sample social media posts be 

helpful?

1. Yes, we would appreciate sample 
posts

2. We create our own posts

3. We do not use social media



4%
13%
79%
4%

If someone asks about volunteer 

opportunities, where do you refer them?

1. No one has ever asked about 
volunteer opportunities

2. I help assist in searching for 
volunteer opportunities through an 
internet search

3. I refer to volunteermatch.org

4. I have had inquiries about 
volunteer opportunities, but I have 
been unable to help.
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Giveitbacktoseniors.org

Search the site for volunteer opportunities in your area:





4%
8%
0%
88%

Would you refer people to 

giveitbacktoseniors.org for volunteer 

programs?

1. Yes, if someone asks about 
volunteering with seniors

2. Yes, I have referred people to this 
site in the past

3. I would not use this site

4. I do not refer people to places to 
find volunteer opportunities
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20%
30%
50%

Would postcards like the ones you see 

be helpful resources?

1. Yes, we would distribute these 
postcards

2. Yes, we would use these to make 
referrals to the website

3. No, these postcards would not be 
helpful
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Postcards
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One pager with 

space to include 

contact information
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One pager with 

eligibility 

information
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Two pager with all low-income program eligibility



0%
23%
27%
50%

Would resources like these be helpful for 

providing Medicare assistance?

1. Yes, we would distribute this 
information

2. Yes, we would use these to refer 
to outside agencies

3. Yes, we would use these 
resources to provide benefits 
eligibility ourselves

4. No, these resources would not be 
helpful
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36%
44%
12%
8%

Which item would be most helpful in 

providing assistance to an older adult or 

person with disabilities?

1. Basic Postcard

2. One pager with contact 
information for local SHIP/BEC

3. One pager with basic eligibility 
information

4. Two pager with full eligibility 
information
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Questions About Resources

• Why did you chose the resource you did?

• Is there anything about these resources 

you would change?

• What other types of resources do you use 

that would be helpful in regards to 

providing information to older adults and 

people with disabilities?
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For more information, please visit: www.nasuad.org

Or call us at: 202-898-2583 


