EVALUATION OF PROJECT
BREAD'S FLEXIBLE SERVICES

PROGRAM

STUDY FINDINGS

INTRODUCTION

In 2020, MassHealth launched its Flexible
Services Program (FSP), a groundbreaking
pilot that allows Medicaid dollars to be used
on “non-medical” expenses. The FSP is
intended to address social determinants of
health such as food insecurity. Multiple
Accountable Care Organizations (ACOs) in
Massachusetts have partnered with Social
Service Organizations (SSOs) to provide FSP
services to eligible clients across the state.
SSOs may offer different services from the
allowable options, based on their expertise
and the needs of patients they are serving
under the FSP.

In April 2020, Project Bread began its own
model of a Flexible Services Program* with
MassHealth and an ACO, Community Care
Cooperative (C3), with 14 Massachusetts
health centers. Focusing on increasing food
security, Project Bread’s model provides
nutrition support tailored to the
individualized needs of eligible clients who
are both food insecure and diagnosed with a
complex physical or mental health condition.
Over the last three years, Project Bread’s
FSP has expanded to include six additional
ACO partners, more than 40 health centers

and health care providers, and has served
close to 12,000 clients.

Project Bread's Flexible Services Program
begins with an intake assessment to better
understand the specific barriers that a client
faces in accessing healthy food. Project
Bread then creates a tailored service plan to
eliminate those barriers. Clients may receive
services such as monthly grocery store gift
cards, kitchen supplies, nutrition counseling,
cooking classes, and referrals to Project
Bread’s FoodSource Hotline which can help
with enrollment in SNAP. Our team follows up
with clients every three months over 180 days
and adjusts the plan if there have been
changes to the client’s health, employment,
housing, or food security status.

This report highlights the findings from a
recent multi-method study funded by the
Dana-Farber Cancer Institute that has
produced quantitative and qualitative
evidence about the program’s efficacy and
impact on clients. Our most recent program
brief offering an overview of key outcome
metrics can be found here.

*Food security case management provided by Project Bread is a part of MassHealth’s statewide Flexible Services Pilot

provided to patients by referral only. The data included in this brief is based on Community Care Cooperative patients only.

Flexible Services is a pilot program and not all eligible members may receive services.


https://projectbread.org/uploads/attachments/clnbx2gm100a7fjpprwu9h18s-2023-hcp-year-2-brief.pdf

EVALUATION OF THE FLEXIBLE

SERVICES PROGRAM

The Dana-Farber Cancer Institute funded a three-year study at Project
Bread to determine the impact of our FSP model on the food security
and health of clients. Project Bread collected data from Community
Health Workers (CHWSs) who refer clients into the program and from

former clients of the FSP to assess program impact from the perspective
of those closest to the program. Below are the qualitative findings from
the CHW interviews and former client focus groups and the quantitative
findings from the phone surveys with former clients.

Community Health Worker Interviews

The Research and Evaluation team at Project
Bread interviewed 16 Community Health
Workers, representing the different health
centers referring clients. The purpose of the
CHW interviews was to collect qualitative
data from the perspective of the CHW on
implementation and program impact on
clients. In all 16 interviews, CHWSs told us that
they had a positive experience with the
program, and they described how the
program has positively impacted their clients
and their relationship with their clients.

During our conversations, CHWs discussed
that the program is providing their clients
with autonomy and purchasing power and
supplementing clients” SNAP benefits. CHWs
have also seen improved health outcomes,
particularly for their diabetic clients. Finally,
CHWs discussed how the Flexible Services
Program is meeting the basic needs of their
clients, which allows the CHWSs to address
physical and mental health concerns.

One of the most common themes across the
interviews was the financial impact that the
program has had on clients. One CHW told
us: I've had patients tell me that they've
been able to feed their families during
these hard times.

For those facing food insecurity, the past few
years have been particularly difficult, and
federal assistance benefits don't cover all the
necessary food costs. For example, a CHW
described the situation of one of her clients:

She has cancer and her diet had to be
very strict - she could only eat fruits
and vegetables, and this is very
expensive through any grocery store,
right? She was having trouble not being
able to afford food. She was going
through a rough time where she didn't
have any income. SNAP benefits only
did so much for her. And with the
assistance of the Project Bread gift
cards, she was able to buy more fruits
and vegetables.




Some CHWs discussed the health impact
they have noticed on their clients. As one
CHW described:

You can see the face of the patient
transform. For example, if a patient has
diabetes and their blood sugar is at 600,
immediately the blood sugar decreases.
If their blood pressure is 200,
immediately you see the blood pressure
decrease.

The CHW:s also discussed how the
combination of services provided their
clients with the resources and knowledge
necessary to meet their basic needs. This
offered the CHWSs the opportunity to focus
more on their clients’ physical and mental
health. Clients also had more availability to
attend doctor’s appointments. One CHW
said it clearly: I think it's comforting to
them that their needs are being
addressed, so we can shift our

conversation to the behavioral health
and medical concerns that they might
have.

Likewise, CHWSs described that they felt
supported in their own work knowing that
they could refer clients to a program that
would improve their situation. During an
interview, a CHW stated: I know that once I
place a referral, I know that you guys
are doing the work. We really trust in
you guys. You guys are getting the work
done.

Based on the 16 interviews, CHWs felt that
the Flexible Services Program is a service
they could rely on to support the immediate
needs of their clients. By providing this
support, clients had a better relationship
with their health center and their health
outcomes improved while they were in the
program.

Former Client Focus Groups

The Research and Evaluation team conducted eight
focus groups with 32 clients who had completed Project
Bread’s Flexible Services Program three months prior to
their focus group date. The purpose of the focus groups
was to collect qualitative data from clients to assess their
experience during and after the program. Their feedback
was overwhelmingly positive, with particular emphasis on
the program’s benefit to their financial situation, diet
quality, overall health, and nutrition knowledge.




Clients reported that the program helped
them put food on the table by supplementing
their income and SNAP benefits, which were
not always enough. For clients with complex
health conditions, maintaining a healthy diet
is especially important but can be expensive.

Many shared that the Flexible Services
Program allowed them to add fresh fruits and
vegetables to their diet without sacrificing
the staples. One person said: Once I got
the gift cards, I was able to buy
healthier stuff because I had the extra.
I'd use the gift card for my fruits and
vegetables versus using my food
stamps for my meats, rice, and to get
the basics.

With the budget to eat healthier, clients were
inspired to improve their nutrition. One client
we spoke to said of the program: It made
me want to eat healthier, because I was
able to buy the food, like fruits and
vegetables. So, then I started changing
my whole eating pattern.

The program also included nutrition
education and counseling that equipped
clients with knowledge for preparing healthy
meals. As a result, clients saw improvements
in their health outcomes: My A1C and my
sugar levels were really high. When I
started the diabetes classes and I
started using the book, I brought it
down. It was like a 13, which is really
high. Now I'm a 7. So, it brought my
sugar levels down a lot by using those
classes, and listening, and them
explaining how diabetes works.

The health benefits of the Flexible Services
Program went beyond the individual, too.
Clients told us how it empowered them to
help their families. One person said: I
gained more knowledge. With more
knowledge, you can guide your family,
your siblings, your parents. You want
them to have a healthy diet, so they
don't have to go to the hospital every
day to take the medicine there.

Many clients remarked that the Flexible
Services Program helped them get through
uniquely difficult circumstances in their lives
and shared that the kitchen supplies have
continued to enable their healthy eating
post-program. As one person stated: I'm a
recovering addict. So, I didn't have
much. When I got the kitchen supplies,
it was a relief. It helped me in my
recovery. I just moved too, so I brought
everything to the new house when I
started my new life, and it gave me a
fresh start.

Another client told us: I was spending
more time in the hospital, where
sometimes there isn’t much time to eat.
So, I was getting home at night, and it
was difficult for me to cook. The
microwave helped me a lot because I
didn't have one before. I would just heat
up my frozen food or make my smoothie
[with the blender]. The truth is that the
kitchen supplies are things that have
helped me a lot and are still very useful
to me.

Based on feedback from the focus group participants, Project Bread’s Flexible
Services program, and its ability to tailor services to the specific needs of the

individual had positive impacts on the clients both during and after completion
of the program.




Former Client Phone Surveys

The Research and Evaluation team conducted phone surveys with 205 clients six months after
they completed Project Bread's Flexible Services Program. The purpose of the phone surveys was
to measure programming impact and assess post-program impact.

The program’s impact data are encouraging and show that it is having its intended effect on key
outcomes. Specifically, the data show that food security, weekly fruit and vegetable
consumption, health ratings, SNAP enrollment, and monthly availability of food to
manage chronic conditions all increased by the end of the program.

Baseline End of Program
p-value

(percent or mean) | (percent or mean)

Food Insecurity 96.6% 73.2% <.001
Weekly Servings of Fruits & Vegetables 24.5 27.8 .007
Health Rating 2.4 2.8 <.001
SNAP enrollment 56.1% 78.1% <.001
Available Food (weeks/month) 2.3 2.9 <.001
———> At the conclusion of the program, End of Program
clients also report gains.in their .
ability.to prepare healthy.meals, Ability to Prepare Healthy Meals 03.2%
nutrition knowledge, and health Nutrition Knowledge 94.1%
center satisfaction. Health Center Satisfaction 82.4%

The impact data paints a clear picture of Project Bread's Flexible Services Program’s efficacy,
demonstrating a positive influence on key outcomes. From heightened food security to increased
healthy eating, the program delivers tangible benefits. The program also helps clients manage
chronic conditions by fostering knowledge of nutritious meals and the ability to prepare them. In
addition, Project Bread’s Flexible Services clients report higher satisfaction with
their health center, an outcome that is critical to improving patient engagement and adherence
to medication and other health goals. These findings not only validate the program’s efficacy in
achieving its intended objectives but also underscore the program's potential to promote
important health-related behavioral and social change.




CLIFF EFFECT

At the end of a program, especially when financial support is involved, individuals often encounter
a phenomenon known as the “cliff effect.” This refers to the regression of improvements after
services cease. Feedback from CHWSs, focus group participants, and phone survey respondents

indicated that the program’s conclusion presented challenges for clients in maintaining some of

the progress they had achieved.

In the focus groups, the cliff effect was
discussed at length. We learned that
transitioning off the program was difficult for
many participants, particularly in relation to the
loss of the grocery store gift cards. One client
said, “It took away a source of food for
me.”

During our interviews with CHWs, they
highlighted the difficulties associated with the
end of the program for clients. One CHW
illustrated the point with a specific client,
stating,

“It was definitely hard that there wasn’t
going to be any other assistance because
she was benefiting from the gift card so
much.”

These findings appear to be an outcome of the
loss of financial input gained from the grocery
store gift cards, which provided purchasing
power for nutritious foods, as we learned from
the focus groups. The results underscore the
critical need for proactive measures,

particularly focused on nutritious food access,
in the post-program period to mitigate the cliff
effect among participants.

The phone surveys provided additional insights
into the cliff effect experienced by clients. We
compared client outcomes at the end of the
program and six months post-programming,
revealing the following changes:

e Anotable 27% increase in food insecurity
levels, nearly returning them to the pre-
program state.

e Avreduction of 6.8 servings of fruits and
vegetables per week, indicating a
significant dietary impact.

e Aconcerning 40% of clients reported a
decline in their ability to prepare

healthy meals, pointing to a potential
setback in access to nutritious foods.

Alarmingly, 44% of clients reported a
decline in their overall health post-

program, emphasizing the adverse effects
experienced after program completion.
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Without such measures in place, clients Only about a third of clients reported
employed various strategies to navigate the increasing participation in food pantries or
loss of support via gift cards: food banks. Instead, some clients reported
other things they did to make up for the loss.
e Change in Purchasing Habits: A We asked them to explain their responses
substantial 85.4% of clients adjusted their and clients said:
purchasing habits to cope with the
financial setback. e "I have let some bills slide so that I

can still feed my family.”
e Compromise on Food Quality:

Nearly 84.9% of clients opted for lower- ¢ “Friends and family sometimes gift
us food such as fruits and vegetables

quality food items as a strategy to
for me and the baby.”

navigate the loss of financial incentives.

e “Use coupons, look for sales in
grocery stores, and go to dinners at
churches.”

e Reduction in Meal Size: A significant
portion, 69.3% of clients, disclosed that
they reduced the size of their meals or

consumed less than they felt should. For individuals contending with complex
medical conditions and grappling with food
insecurity, it is evident that sustained
financial support is critical for prolonged
program gains. Most of the clients and CHWs
we spoke to felt that a longer program would
better situate them to maintain their health
gains; some suggested a program length
based on individual needs and

e Skipping Meals: About 54.1% of clients

resorted to skipping meals as part of
their approach to coping with the
financial challenges they faced post-
programming.

circumstances.

Not all was lost in the six months after the program,
however. While some gains related to the gift cards
regressed, three key outcomes related to durable program
services persisted, demonstrating the long-term impact on
clients from the cooking classes, nutrition counseling,
kitchen supplies, and support in enrolling in SNAP. First, a
third of clients continued to feel confident in their
nutritional knowledge. Second, clients maintained high
satisfaction with their health center. Finally, former clients
sustained high SNAP enroliment, indicating lasting success
in connecting them to federal nutrition support.




CONCLUSION

This report synthesizes findings from a
three-year study funded by the Dana-Farber
Cancer Institute, offering a comprehensive
evaluation of Project Bread's Flexible
Services Program'’s effect on clients” health
and well-being. The qualitative insights from
the community health worker interviews and
the focus groups with former clients reveal a
resoundingly positive experience with the
Flexible Services Program at Project Bread.
CHWs shared how the program has positively
impacted their clients, and former clients in
focus groups mirrored these sentiments.
Quantitative data from phone surveys with
former clients further bolster the program’s
efficacy, showing significant improvements in
health and well-being among clients at the
end of the program. Taken together, these
findings not only validate the program’s
efficacy but also underscore its potential to
drive meaningful change in the health and
well-being of those facing food insecurity.

The report also sheds light on the reality of
the “cliff effect “experienced by clients post-
programming. The regression of
improvements, such as increased food
insecurity, reduced healthy eating, and
declining health ratings appear related to the

KEY TAKEAWAYS

financial loss of the gift cards, and highlight
the importance of proactive measures to
support participants with nutritious food
access beyond program completion. Insights
from clients illustrate the various strategies
used to cope with the cliff effect,
emphasizing the necessity to address these
challenges in a sustainable manner. Despite
these setbacks, the nutrition counseling,
cooking classes, kitchen supplies, and
support in SNAP enrollment, have lasting
impacts on a few key outcomes including
continued confidence in nutrition knowledge,
high satisfaction with health centers, and
sustained SNAP enrollment, indicating that
lasting success is happening.

Ultimately, the stories and data are
resounding; Project Bread's Flexible Services
Program effectively integrates food-security
solutions into the healthcare system in a way
that is beneficial to both health care workers
and clients. The data collected help us to
celebrate the program’s successes but also
serve as a call to action, prompting further
innovation and adaptation towards a
sustainable and enduring solution to
eliminating food insecurity.

e Project Bread’s model is proving to be highly effective!
e Community Health Workers view Project Bread’s model as a valuable complement to their work

enhancing their ability to care for their patients.

e Positive feedback from former clients aligns with robust data, affirming the program’s successes.

e Post-programming, clients continue to benefit from increased nutrition knowledge, improved
relationships with health centers, and enroliment in SNAP.
e The looming cliff effect underscores the urgency to find ways to sustain the program's gains




