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Over the last decade, researchers, non-profit organizations and government agencies have developed a variety 

of related Web-based applications to help low-income families move toward self-sufficiency by assessing their 

income needs, public benefits eligibility, and education and training opportunities. These applications are 

valuable resources for the low-income individuals, caseworkers, service providers and government agencies 

which use them; awareness of the need for and existence of such tools has spread, and given rise to requests 

for more information on their creation and maintenance. “Bringing the Concept and Measure of Self-Sufficiency 

to Life: A Guide to Online Self-Sufficiency Tools” is designed to help organizations understand online self-

sufficiency tools – uses, functions and forms – and evaluate their desire and capacity to own and maintain a 

tool.  

The Self-Sufficiency Standard and the Family Economic Self -Sufficiency 

Project (FESS)  

Wider Opportunities for Women’s (WOW) Family Economic Self-Sufficiency (FESS) Project uses an economic 

self-sufficiency framework to design, implement and advocate for programs and policies that move low-income 

families toward economic independence. The cornerstone of the project is the state-specific Self-Sufficiency 

Standard.
1
 Using the best available federal, state, local, and private industry data sources, the Standard 

measures the resources a family requires for self-sufficiency, the ability to meet basic needs without private or 

public assistance. By enumerating and calculating families’ basic expenses – housing, child care, health care, 

transportation and taxes – the Standard creates an income benchmark and a goal on which families, case 

managers, direct service providers, advocates, researchers, governments and employers can focus. The 

Standard is geography- and family-specific, providing real costs at the county level for dozens of family types. 

Today, there are 36 Standards supported and used by state-wide coalitions representing over 2,000 community-

based organizations, state and local government, employers, and labor organizations.  

 

 
 

To put the Standard in context, it is useful to compare it to other commonly used measures of income adequacy. 

In Figure 1 below, the Standard for Sussex County, Delaware is compared to the state minimum wage, the 

Federal Poverty Level, the Lower Living Standard Income Level (LLSIL), and median income for all families in 

Sussex County, Delaware.
2
 

                                                           
1 The Standard methodology was developed by WOW’s research partner, Dr. Diana Pearce, while she directed the Women and Poverty 

Project at WOW. Today Dr. Pearce teaches at the School of Social Work, University of Washington. 
2
 The Workforce Investment Act regulations establish that the minimum self-sufficiency threshold is the Lower Living Standard Income Level 

(LLSIL) (a Bureau of Labor Statistics calculation) when determining eligibility for intensive and training services. 

TABLE 1 
Hourly Self-Sufficiency Wages  

for Selected Counties and Households, 2006 

  1 Adult 

1 Adult +           
1 Infant +           

1 Preschooler 

2 Adults +         
1 Preschooler + 

1 Schoolage 

Sonoma County, CA $11.89  $26.57  $25.61  

Lehigh County, PA $9.10  $19.04  $21.24  

Peach County, GA $8.84  $16.52  $19.71  

Spokane County, WA $7.48  $18.23  $19.88  

Livingston County, IL $7.27  $17.71  $19.98  

Wheeler County, NE $6.28 $11.13 $14.91 
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The Self -Sufficiency Standard, Policy and Casework  
Through the process of developing, releasing, and updating the Self-Sufficiency Standard, WOW supports lead 

state partner organizations in bringing together a diverse coalition of groups that reflect the issues and needs of 

their respective communities.  In state legislatures around the country, the Standard has been used to preserve 

a range of programs including Medicaid, childcare, children’s mental health services and an indexed minimum 

wage. WOW’s combination of national and local experience provides valuable resources and organizing skills to 

its partners and fosters replication of innovative state-level policies and programs. 

With the FESS Project in place in states and counties throughout the country, WOW and its partners have been 

able to both define who needs help and emphasize the importance of wages, work supports, and building 

prosperity for America’s families and their communities.   

 

FESS Partners’ Online Tools 

A number of partner organizations within WOW’s Family Economic Self-Sufficiency (FESS) Project have 

advanced use and recognition of the Standard by developing powerful online tools supporting both individual 

users and case managers, direct service providers, social service and employment agencies, researchers and 

policy advocates who seek to provide realistic paths out of poverty and towards economic independence. While 

existing calculator tools vary in complexity, an individual user or case manager-aided client can move toward 

self-sufficiency deliberately and realistically with guidance and support. Tools can help users:  

 Understand the wages individuals and families need, and will need in future scenarios, to cover basic 

expenses; 

 Compare families’ current basic expenses to local “averages”; 
 Identify occupations which will pay self-sufficiency wages, assess the need for education and training, 

and locate information on local education and training providers;  
 Understand and connect to work and income supports. 

 

Tools can also go further in helping public agencies, employer or personnel offices, non-profit organizations and 

case managers with their missions and everyday tasks. In conjunction with, but outside of, the basic tool, 

calculators can help organizations:   

                                                                                                                                                                                                       
 

$14,045 
$20,650 

$29,700 

$39,516 

$53,863 

Minimum 
Wage, DE 

FPL LLSIL Self-Sufficiency 
Wage, Sussex 

County, DE

Median Family 
Income, Sussex 

County, DE

Figure 1:
Self-Sufficiency Wages vs. Other Measures of Income Adequacy 

for 2 Adults, 1 Preschooler and 1 Schoolage Child, 2007 

Sources: State of Delaware Department of Labor
US Department of Health and Human Services
US Department of Labor
US  Census Bureau, 2006 American Community Survey
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 Create both short-term and long-term plans and income packages to enable families to provide for their 

basic needs as they move through education and training and up career ladders leading to a self-

sufficiency wage;  

 Collect aggregate data as clients’ situations change; 

 Collect needs, feedback and usage information from external stakeholders who use the tool;  

 Evaluate programs’ ability to move families toward self-sufficiency;  

 Improve advocacy efforts; 

 Understand the contexts within which policy is implemented. 

 

For example, within the workforce development system, by using the Self-Sufficiency Standard as a benchmark, 

agencies can reshape the services they provide, establish broader eligibility standards by which job seekers 

have access to publicly-funded job training programs and dollars, offer more flexibility in workforce development 

policies, and redirect resources to most needed education and training opportunities.  

 

Tool Types 

For the purpose of discussion, existing calculators can be divided into two broad categories, Type I and Type II. 

Calculators differ in both form and function, and are best categorized according to: 1) information the user 

enters into the calculator; 2) information outputted by the calculator.  

 

Type I Calculators  

Type I calculators request county of residence and family type – the number and ages of family members. The 

tool then “looks up” and displays a family’s self-sufficiency wage and Self-Sufficiency Standard basic expenses 

for a user’s county and family type. (See the Crittenton Women’s Union Self-Sufficiency Calculator, 

http://www.liveworkthrive.org/calculator.php.) A variant of this tool also allows users to enter their current basic 

monthly expenses (those included in the Standard) and returns the percentage of the self-sufficiency wage a 

family is currently earning. (See the Wyoming Department of Workforce Services Self-Sufficiency Standard & 

Personal Calculator, http://www.wyomingworkforce.org/resources/self-sufficiency_index.aspx.)  

 

Type II Calculators  

In addition to residency and family members, Type II tools request:  

 Family income in many or all of its (potentially) varied sources; 

 Work and income supports received and the amounts received where possible and applicable; 

 Family basic expenses.  

 

The calculator returns: 

 A tabular budget report including 
o Family self-sufficiency wage/income; 
o Total monthly income; 
o Total monthly expenses; 
o Taxes and tax credit estimates; 
o Budget surplus/shortfall. 
o Percentage of the family’s self-sufficiency wage/income a family currently reports. 

 A work and income support (benefits) eligibility report including 
o Likely eligibility; 
o Estimated benefit amounts; 
o Links to benefit information. 

Once the user’s current financial picture has been drawn, some Type II calculators allow users to test and 

compare new scenarios by altering family type, income and expense inputs and having the tool adjust self-

sufficiency calculations, budgets, and benefit eligibilities. Some tools allow the user to return to input pages and 

enter new information. [See the Self-Sufficiency Calculator for Washington State, http://www.thecalculator.org.] 

http://www.liveworkthrive.org/calculator.php
http://www.wyomingworkforce.org/resources/ss_index.aspx
http://www.thecalculator.org/
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Others allow users to enter new information directly into report pages. [See the DC Metro Area Self-Sufficiency 

Calculator, http://www.dcmassc.org.] 

 

Calculators are also distinguished according to their orientations. Type I calculators are often used by case 

managers, and are accessible and easily understood by clients and Internet users; Type II calculators’ more 

extensive calculations and output allow case managers more variety of use; they will also be accessible to some 

Internet users. Type II calculators are sometimes password protected; potential users can often gain access, 

however, simply by requesting a user name and password. By protecting the tool with a password, the owning 

organization: 1) obtains a very clear picture of who is using the tool; 2) develops a list of users to whom tool-

related information can be sent; 3) maintains the ability to charge fees for use.   
 

Table 1: Online Self-Sufficiency Tool Functions and 

              Planning Requirements 

 Type I Type II 

 Calculates/Contains…   

 Self-Sufficiency Wage   

 % Self-Sufficiency   

 Budget Report   

 Supports/Benefits Eligibility   

 Supports/Benefits Information and/or Links   

 Career or Other Mission-Related Information
3
   

   

 Number of calculation steps/pages within tool 1-2 4-10 

 Number of input pages (not including report) 1 3-18 

 
  

 Planning Requirements   

 Work Plan   

 Survey of existing calculators   

 Collection of stakeholder input   

 Research into data needs and potential partners   

 Identification of Web developers and consultants   

 Selection of calculator features   

 Creation of design
4 

   

                                                           
3
 Within the actual tool. Employment information is often available within the calculator’s home site, or the calculator may exist within a 
greater workforce development site. 

4
 Research into data needs, calculator features, design and information architecture can be performed by a consultant and/or Web 
design/development firm.  

http://www.dcmassc.org/
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Table 2: Online Self-Sufficiency Tools 

Type I Type II 

 

Indiana 

 Indiana Coalition on Housing and 
Homeless Issues (ICHHI) 

 Website: 
http://www.region4workforceboard.
org/calculator 

 Area Served: State of Illinois 

 

California 

 Insight Center for Community 
Economic development (formerly 
NEDLC) 

 Website: 
http://www.insightcced.org/ 

 Area Served: Specific counties in 
state during redevelopment; all 
counties in 2008  

 

 

New York State  

 Everywoman Opportunity Center, 
Inc. and Buffalo State College 

 Website: 
http://www.everywoman.org/sscalcu
lator.html  

 Area Served: Erie County, NY 

Massachusetts 

 The Crittenton Women’s Union 
 Website: 
http://www.liveworkthrive.org/calcu
lator.php 

 Area Served: State of Massachusetts 
 

Colorado  

 Colorado Center on Law and 
Policy 

 Website: 
http://www.cclponline.org 

 Area Served: State of Colorado 
 

Pennsylvania 

 PathWays PA 
 Website: 
http://pathwayspa.org/bworksheet/ 

 Area Served: State of Pennsylvania 
 

Wyoming 

 Governor’s Planning Office 
 Website: 
http://www.wyomingworkforce.org/
resources/ss_index.aspx  

 Area Served: State of Wyoming 
 

Chicago, Illinois 

 City of Chicago; Women 
Employed 

 Website: 
http://www.ides.state.il.us/calcu
lator/default.asp 

 Area Served: City of Chicago 
 

Washington, DC 

 Wider Opportunities for Women 
 Website: http://www.dcmassc.org 
 Area Served: DC Metro Area 

 New York City, New York 

 Women’s Center for Education 
and Career Advancement 

 Website: www.wceca.org 
 Area Served: New York City 
 

Washington (State) 

 Workforce Development Council of 
Seattle-King County 

 Website: www.seakingwdc.org 
 Area Served: State of Washington 

http://www.region4workforceboard.org/calculator
http://www.region4workforceboard.org/calculator
http://www.insightcced.org/
http://www.everywoman.org/sscalculator.html
http://www.everywoman.org/sscalculator.html
http://www.liveworkthrive.org/calculator.php
http://www.liveworkthrive.org/calculator.php
https://webmail.wowonline.org/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.cclponline.org
http://pathwayspa.org/bworksheet/
http://www.wyomingworkforce.org/resources/ss_index.aspx
http://www.wyomingworkforce.org/resources/ss_index.aspx
http://www.ides.state.il.us/calculator/default.asp
http://www.ides.state.il.us/calculator/default.asp
http://www.dcmassc.org/
file:\\WOW-SERVER\Users\SMcmahon\My%20Documents\FESS\FESS%20Calculator%20Guide\www.wceca.org
file:\\WOW-SERVER\Users\SMcmahon\My%20Documents\FESS\FESS%20Calculator%20Guide\www.seakingwdc.org
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Either calculator can contain links to a variety of pages containing information relevant to self-sufficiency, such 

as pages on benefit programs, local service providers, jobs that pay self-sufficiency wages, and how to reduce 

expenses and accrue assets. This element adds a lot of flexibility to a calculator, as an organization can add 

any information essential to its mission and goals.  

 

Data Requirements  

Creating a tool may require data collection. A Type I calculator requires only a state’s Self-Sufficiency Standard 

tables to “look up” the appropriate county and family type and to return expenses and self-sufficiency wage and 

salary. If a Self-Sufficiency Standard, which is available for public use, has already been developed for your 

state, you already possess the minimum requirements for a Type I tool. 

 

The data requirements for a Type II tool are much greater than those for a Type I tool. Requirements and 

options include: 

 Self-Sufficiency Standard tables; 
 Federal, state and local work and income support eligibility information and formulas; 
 Federal and state tax formulas; 
 Local employment data (employment, job growth, typical wages, position openings, etc.); 
 Other data, queriable databases,

5 
maps, etc. which are associated with a calculator owner’s mission.  

 

Education and Training 

After development of a self-sufficiency tool, investment in education and training is critical.  

 

Education 

While calculators are user-friendly, tool owners will likely benefit from teaching users, stakeholders, the public 

and policy makers about the Self-Sufficiency Standard and paths to self-sufficiency. Outreach and public 

education can also be performed to attract users to a site and the online tool, and to generally advertise the 

availability and uses of the Self-Sufficiency Standard.  

 

Many states, when releasing their calculators, consider how to use their tool to build greater momentum for their 

policy and program goals. Public education and outreach may include: 

 General education materials, such as brochures and user briefs;  
 Media releases, such as press release events, online webinars and press calls;  
 Statewide dissemination planning, such as coordination with listservs and presentations at local forums. 

 

Training 

On-site training encourages and helps institutionalize the use of a self-sufficiency tool. On-site training also 

provides the time, tools, and resources new users need to be comfortable using the tool with clients. Since 

users will range in their knowledge of and comfort with computers and the content of the calculator, on-site 

trainings will allow case managers ample opportunity to learn and ask about self-sufficiency, its applications, 

and use of the technology.  

 

WOW has over the years developed a Pathways to Economic Independence Case Manager Curriculum that 

addresses several areas of importance for training, including the basics of the self-sufficiency measure, how to 

talk to clients about self-sufficiency, using the self-sufficiency tool, benefits modeling, career paths, financial 

planning, and utilization of a self-sufficiency approach in policy change.  

                                                           
5 
An online database from which users can request/order information presented in table format.  
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You can learn more about WOW’s Case Manager Curriculum by contacting Susan Rees at WOW at 

srees@wowonline.org.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis  

Benchmarking 

An emerging use of self-sufficiency is benchmarking and evaluation. Organizations can look at changes in 

income, expenses and self-sufficiency percentages while evaluating clients’ progress and program 

effectiveness. For example, if a client enters a program, during intake case managers can assess the 

percentage of self-sufficiency the family income currently meets (e.g. 75% of their family self-sufficiency 

wage/income). The Standard can subsequently be used as a formal or informal benchmark against which self-

sufficiency can be measured at points specified internally or by external stakeholders. Because self-sufficiency 

is multidimensional, calculator users can benchmark several factors that underlie self-sufficiency, such as: 

 Changes in sources of income (wages, unearned income, alimony and child support, tax credits, etc.);  
 Changes in expenses;  
 Changes in work and income support levels.  

 

This evaluation process offers a family-centered approach to measuring income gains and represents the 

realistic long-term steps that are a part of an individual’s path to economic self-sufficiency.  

 

An example of successful benchmarking is performed in the Seattle, Washington area, where Seattle-King 

County Workforce Investment Act (WIA) case managers save data for clients seeking employment services 

within the Seattle-King County Self-Sufficiency Calculator 

(http://www.seakingwdc.org/Templates/js_calculator.html). Client information – demographics, household 

income, and household expenses – entered and saved in the Self-Sufficiency Calculator at both registration and 

exit. By analyzing data over a period of two and a half years, they found that at entry 69% of customers (908) 

were at or below 30% of their self-sufficiency wages. At exit, 70% of all customers had wages that were at or 

above their self-sufficiency wages. An additional 16% exited with household incomes between 61% and 99% of 

the Self-Sufficiency Standard for their family type. Although questions remain about what services offered the 

greatest benefit to clients, there is no question family income improved over the course of the program.  

 

Data Col lection 

Benchmarking is a simple and effective means of collecting and analyzing self-sufficiency data. While all 

existing online tools guarantee anonymity to users, self-sufficiency online tools provide an organization several 

points at which they can collect information about their clients and external stakeholders who use the tool.  

 

The simplest form of learning about external stakeholders who use a tool is collecting basic information through 

password protection. Those organizations that use the tool with clients, for research or for other purposes, can 

be required to submit organization information when requesting a password.  Collecting this information 

identifies the effectiveness of current outreach and future opportunities for education and training. 

 

The most efficient method of collecting aggregate data on clients and users is to build data collection tools into 

the calculator. Data aggregation can allow users to remain anonymous within any analysis, but more than 100 

data points on family types, income, expenses, benefit participation and benefit levels within a population or 

geographic area can be collected and analyzed.  

 

In California, the Insight Center for Community and Economic Development has created, at the request of 

service providers at the county level, a data export function that allows Self-Sufficiency Calculator users to 

mailto:srees@wowonline.org
http://www.seakingwdc.org/Templates/js_calculator.html
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integrate calculator input and output into their own internal databases and case management process. Before 

the end of a counseling session, a case manager within the service provider organization can click on an 

“Export” button at the bottom of the client’s report page. This affects the transmission of 93 data points to the 

service provider’s case management system.  

The tool itself does not save or warehouse any data; the export function is only available to case managers who 

are using the tool within their specific organization for their own clients, and all client information is eliminated 

once a counseling session or the application itself is closed. This relieves the calculator owner from the need to 

protect user data.  

The Insight export function is an example of both case management based on calculator data and the collection 

and analysis of aggregate data which can be used to know a client population better and to measure 

organization performance. 
 

Basic Needs and Organizational Capacity Assessment  

Before an organization decides to develop a tool, and which tool to develop, it should consider:  

 The tool’s compatibility with its mission; 
 Existing tools; 
 Staffing requirements of developing and maintaining a tool; 
 Existing and potential funding sources; 
 Next steps after initial research and decision-making are completed. 

 

Mission 

The Self-Sufficiency Standard is valuable to any organization whose stakeholders can benefit from the 

examination, benchmarking and improvement of a family’s economic security. An organization considering a 

Self-Sufficiency Standard-based tool must consider the extent to which access to online Self-Sufficiency wage 

data would benefit its staff and stakeholders.  

 

Questions to ask and answer:  

1. Is the Self-Sufficiency Standard currently used within our organization, by our stakeholders, or by our 

partner organizations? Will use of the Self-Sufficiency Standard and affiliation with the national or local 

network of users further our mission?  

2. How and to what extent is the Self-Sufficiency Standard currently used within our organization? Will an 

online tool promote its internal use? 

3. How and to what extent is the Self-Sufficiency Standard used by external stakeholders in our state? Will 

an online tool promote the Self-Sufficiency Standard and its use among stakeholders, and will its use 

further our organization’s mission?  

4. Will our organization’s primary mission be supported by an online tool, improved online presence, and 

broader information dissemination? Will having an online tool organized around or otherwise utilizing the 

Self-Sufficiency Standard help attract clients, partners, funders and other stakeholders? 

 

 

Exist ing and/or Competing Tools  

Online tools utilizing the Self-Sufficiency Standard may already exist within your state/area. The existence of 

such a tool, however, does not preclude the development of additional tools if an existing tool does not 

sufficiently serve your or other organizations’ needs.  
 

Questions to ask and answer: 

1. Is the existing calculator of the type (Type I, Type II) our organization needs or desires? Does it request 

and present the information in a format compatible with our needs/work?   

2. Does the existing calculator cover all counties/jurisdictions our organization serves? 
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3. Is the Self-Sufficiency Standard part of a larger calculation or data manipulation and display we would 

like to perform? 

4. Is the Self-Sufficiency Standard part of a larger strategic goal for our organization’s policy and program 

goals statewide? 

 

Staff ing Requirements 

Developing a tool does not require great technical expertise if your organization has or develops the right 

partnerships or consultant contracts to advise on and/or manage the development process.  

 

However, even if a consultant is contracted, the development must ultimately be overseen by staff, and the point 

person will likely need to liaise with stakeholders, data partners (who may provide data, databases, 

spreadsheets or subject expertise), consultants and/or Web (application) developers.
6
  This may be a simple or 

complex process. Stakeholders may or may not know their needs, what relevant technology they currently 

possess, or what technology they may need or may acquire in the future. Local data partners may or may not be 

familiar with the specific information (e.g. benefits eligibility) you need. Web developers are not likely to know 

about benefit programs, their interdependencies, taxes, or the place and role of the Self-Sufficiency Standard 

within an online tool; they may or may not have experience developing calculators.  

 

As a result, having someone on staff who is computer savvy and familiar with the Self-Sufficiency Standard is 

advantageous. Prior to deciding to develop a calculator, an organization should understand its existing 

technology, anticipate technology purchases, and ideally understand the role of technology in its future or its 

strategic plan. Once the decision to develop a calculator has been made, staff must: 

 Communicate needs and desires, including basic calculator functions, to consultants and/or Web 
developers;  

 Evaluate competing bids for services – for example, cost estimates from Web developers for the actual 
development of the tool; 

 Audit/Edit the final tool. While developers will perform quality assurance, they will likely lack the subject 
matter expertise of your organization and may not recognize incorrect information and calculations. 

 

Once a tool has been developed, the organization will require staff to: 

 Field questions from stakeholders and calculator users; 
 Train users and stakeholder organizations on use of the tool; 
 Maintain the Self-Sufficiency Standard, eligibility formulas, service provider lists, policy information or 

other text within the calculator. These will need to be updated regularly – in some cases once every few 
years, in other cases once a month. 

 

Questions to ask and answer:  

1. Who among our staff has the technical background or knowledge that meets, or could meet, minimum 

requirements for liaising, communicating, and overseeing the development of the tool? Does she or he 

have the required coordination experience? Does he or she have the time? Time supported by funding? 

Can new funding and staff be developed? 

2. Does the organization currently work with or otherwise have access to the required technical expertise? 

Is it possible to work with current, local partners, or must additional relationships be developed?  

3. Can the organization draw upon the experience and expertise of those who have already developed 

calculators?   

                                                           
6
 Those who work to create Web-based (or desktop) applications generally refer to themselves as designers, developers or programmers. 

Designers create concepts, designs and graphics; developers work with clients to plan features, functions, information organization, 
database development, etc.; and programmers write the actual computer code. Firms may specialize in one aspect of application 
development, or may provide a range of services – design firms may have the capacity to develop an entire application, Web development 
firms may provide in-house design, and an independent programmer may be able to provide any number of services. Within the process of 
developing a tool, you may work with Web content creators and Web copyeditors, or others who perform development functions but don’t 
refer to themselves as developers.        
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Funding Requirements/Cost  

Creating a Type I calculator can cost less than $5,000. Creating a more complex Type II calculator can cost 

more than $100,000. There are many features to choose among and dozens of cost components in the 

development of an online tool, and the costs of creating and maintaining tools can vary greatly. Primary 

calculator cost components include: 

 Project administration (G&A) – planning, fund-raising, liaising, etc.; 
 Research – tool content, work and income support information and eligibility formulae; 
 Tool development – planning, design and coding; 
 Tool Maintenance – periodic Standard, eligibility formulae and informational content updates. 

 

Additional costs may be incurred if your organization wishes to:  

 Provide training on the Self-Sufficiency Standard and/or calculator; 
 Upgrade your computer (server) hardware and software (rather than have your site “hosted”);

7
 

 Publicize and promote your calculator; 
 Collect and analyze user data. 

 

Ways to Save 

Perform Work In-house 

If the staff skills and availability discussed above exist within an organization, performing work in-house may 

save money. The proportion of work performed in-house may greatly affect total tool cost; while in-house labor 

is not free, and can constitute significant cost, it will not compare to the cost of hiring Web designers, developers 

and content creators. Depending on local labor costs, the experience and overhead expense of a developer, 

and your ability to find discount services (for nonprofits), the computer professionals you’ll need may charge as 

little as $50 per hour or as much as $150 per hour. A simple project may require as little as 30 hours of design 

and coding; a complex Type II calculator may require hundreds.  

 

Find Discounts and Volunteers 

Web developers may provide a discount on hourly rates for non-profit organizations. 

Pro bono or donation-in-kind services from Web developers or development firms may defray costs significantly. 

Volunteers may contribute to research and site maintenance, including Web mastering and content 

management.  

 

Solicit Existing Information and Skills  

Parent, subsidiary and partner organizations may already possess the information, data and skills you require.  

 

Purchasing an Existing Tool 

If an appropriate calculator tool already exists in another state or jurisdiction, it may be possible to “purchase” 

the interface and information architecture and adapt it to your own needs.  

  

Questions to ask and answer:  

1. Can we support a calculator project with our current funding? Can initial funding be obtained, perhaps 

from the many funders, legislators, parent organizations and partners who are taking interest in 

technology-focused projects and programs? 

2. Once developed, will a calculator tool attract increased funding? Will a calculator demonstrate the 

improved effectiveness, efficiency, and reach that attract additional funding? Will a calculator attract 

potential donors and partners to our Website? 

3. Can a calculator tool be or become a source of revenue?  

                                                           
7
 An organization can choose between placing a tool on its own Web server or having the tool hosted (installed and maintained on a hosting 

company’s computer). If a tool is placed on an organization’s existing server, the server should have enough capacity and appropriate 
software to support databases. Even a Type II tool, however, may be run on a basic server that is not obsolete, and can be supported with 
open-source software.   
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4. Having answered the staffing questions above, to what degree would we want to perform tasks in-house 

– and would this save significant costs without disrupting other programs, operations, etc.?  

5. What low- or no-cost resources exist within our community, network or agency? 

 

Planning Requirements 

Before your organization makes a final decision to develop a calculator, it will likely find it necessary to perform 

several planning steps.  

 

Research  

The time and staffing requirements of research for the development of a calculator should not be 

underestimated. Research, and in some cases writing, may comprise the greater part of an organization’s 

investment in a Type II calculator. For example, creating your own benefits, jobs or other information pages can 

involve many hours of information collection and reformatting, and the hours required can exceed those required 

to manage the project. Time may be saved if additional research on existing information and data sources is 

performed before you decide to create your own information. Beyond initial exploratory research, how much 

research is required will depend largely on the type of calculator desired and the features you wish to include in 

your calculator.  

 

After the above questions regarding mission, capacity and existing tools have been answered, and an 

organization is able to conceptualize its desired online tool’s functions, an organization must still assess: 

 Stakeholder needs and desires 
 Stakeholder capacity to utilize online tools of various degrees of sophistication 
 Data required for the desired tool and potential data sources   
 Potential partners 
 Funding and funding sources     

 

Tool Design  

Once an organization has made the decision to create a calculator, it will move on to subsequent planning steps 

and choices. A work plan should include:   

1. Selection of tool features and parameters. What exactly will the tool do? What will its geographic scope 

be? How many benefits will it test for? How many local service providers will it list or link to? 

2. Creation of preliminary design specifications. What will the tool’s interface and information pages look 

like? Like our existing Website pages, or a new and separate section of the site indicated by new 

design?  

3. Creation of information architecture, the organization of information and the user’s online experience. 

How will a user navigate through the tool? What are the steps for the user? What are the steps within 

calculations? What information will be output, and what will it look like? 

4. Selection of a Web developer or development firm to help with planning and design and to write the 

computer code.  
 

When planning and selecting partners, consultants and developers, an organization should again consider its 

capacity and the degree to which it desires to plan and develop a tool in-house. Consultants and firms who have 

already designed or managed development of Self-Sufficiency Standard tools or similar tools often achieve 

“economies of scale”; they may already possess the work plans, information architecture and computer code 

you will need. Experienced consultants or partner organizations used as intermediaries or data specialists will 

also be able to locate and compile data, to communicate desires and concerns to all parties, and to recognize 

potential pitfalls within the process. This may save your organization time, money and distraction.  
 

On the other hand, your organization should keep in mind the several benefits of planning and performing work 

itself. Performing as many planning, design and data collection functions as possible in-house will allow an 

organization greater control and allow it to learn and to develop new competencies. This may improve an 
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organization’s ability to: 1) discuss and promote the tool; 2) train others to use the tool; 3) troubleshoot or 

recognize flaws within the tool; 4) understand and speak about its own mission, goals and programs. Improved 

knowledge of computing and the Internet built during the process may also transfer to future projects, as 

communication, service provision, data collection, etc. are increasingly conducted with computers and online. 

 

Additional Information 

For more information on online self-sufficiency tools, please contact Susan Rees, WOW Director of National 

Programs and Policy, at srees@wowonline.org or (202) 464-1596.  

 

mailto:srees@wowonline.org

