
Executive Summary 
During the last two decades, evolving a more coherent understanding of the intersection  
of health and human services in promoting population health, individual well-being, and cost  
efficiencies have emphasized the importance of cross-sector service alignment. Ongoing  
research on Advancing Alignment through State Government Practices, funded by the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation, has focused on the role of states in aligning efforts within human 
services and in the sector’s relationship with healthcare, public health, and other service  
arenas. This work uncovered the need to better understand the perspectives of state and  
local public and private human service leaders. 

The resulting focus group project was co-designed and  
implemented in collaboration with the American Public  
Human Services Association (APHSA), which represents 
state and local government human services agencies, and 
Social Current, the largest national organization representing  
community-based organizations (CBOs) in the human  
services sector. From August through November 2021,  
10 focus groups and five interviews were conducted with 
26 CBO representatives and 21 state and local government 
representatives; participants were drawn from 27 states  
and Washington, DC.

This report summarizes focus group and interview participant 
perspectives regarding the extent to which alignment occurs; 
its importance in terms of service delivery and outcome;  
the circumstances that facilitate or impede such alignment; 
and the extent to which the COVID-19 pandemic and  
expanding equity concerns have resulted in changed practices 
in human services, including those associated with improved 
alignment. Finally, participants identified priorities for the  
human services sector’s future development, viability,  
and stability. 

Study findings are likely to be helpful to policymakers,  
program administrators, funders, and advocates at all levels. 
While there was considerable agreement between public and 
private leaders regarding the role of alignment, along with 
other concerns the human services sector faces, there were 
also arenas where these perspectives diverged; these are 
noted throughout the document. 

Key Findings
High-level findings include:
•  Alignment within human services and across related  

sectors is a shared goal among public and private  
human service leaders who reported that such alignment 
improves effective care delivery, coordination, and  
management; individual and family support and  
outcomes; and cost and administrative efficiencies.

 +   Alignment strategies are informed by theoretical  
frameworks, evidence-based policies and programs, 
and consumer and provider needs and priorities. 
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 +   Particularly relevant to these leaders is the objective  
of achieving whole-person care.

•  Alignment approaches are diverse and may be population- 
specific or can address the needs of multiple populations 
who share cross-service needs and eligibility. 

 +   Alignment occurs through regulatory, fiscal, and other 
administrative practices at state and local/county  
government levels and the coordinated efforts of  
community-based organizations (CBOs).

 +   Core to successful alignment is the availability of 
interoperable and effective data systems addressing 
client eligibility, enrollment, care coordination and  
management, and outcomes.

 +   Barriers to data access and utilization may impede  
the provision of services and integration.

•  Alignment of human and related services can be facilitated 
by — or happen despite — governmental structures  
and processes. 

 +   Models of alignment reflect geographic, political, socio- 
economic, and service delivery system differences. 

 +   Administrative, legislative, judicial, and advocacy- 
related roles facilitate alignment.

 +   Strategic leadership at every level is required for  
alignment to be successful.

 +   Creative investments in collaborative strategies  
within governmental structures and across sectors 
drive alignment. 

•  Barriers to aligning human services and related services 
are considerable. 

•  COVID-19-related Innovations revealed the essential roles 
of — and strains within — the human services system. 
Innovation relied, in part, on breaking down barriers  
to alignment.

•  Progress in addressing equity meaningfully, necessarily 
relies upon a robust human services system, improved 
alignment of basic services, and increased attention to 
prevention by addressing social determinants of health 
and promoting economic and social stability.

 +   Creating a robust human services system requires 
addressing long-term deficit financing and procurement 
challenges; increasing investment in prevention;  
assuring human-centered and community-informed 
service delivery; building inter-operable, comprehensive 
data systems with effective individual, provider, and 
system-level interfaces. 

Recommendations
Recommendations for the future of human services — and 
its internal and cross-sector alignment — are embedded in 
the report. The following factors were voiced consistently 
across public and private human service leaders:

•  Equity must drive the work of the public and private  
human services sectors. 

 +   Restoration of the safety net is core to making this  
objective realizable, as is the development of an  
increasingly diverse and better-supported workforce. 

•  Strategic leadership development in both the public  
and private sectors — separately and in collaboration — 
requires investment to achieve coordinated and  
effective human services. 

•  Pursuit of a more responsive human services system is 
necessary and can best be achieved by:

 +   Becoming more outcome-oriented and incentivized.

 +   Incorporating and amplifying family and community 
voices.

 +   Improving prevention strategies.

 +   Developing and having the flexibility to scale services 
up and down in the face of changing individual and 
community needs.

 +   Encouraging creativity while assuring accountability.

•  Systemic-oriented solutions must be prioritized and, of 
necessity, will rely upon meaningful cross-sector alignment.

 +   These solutions must address the ongoing challenges 
in the structure, payment, coordination, and  
collaboration of public and private/CBO human  
service delivery systems.


