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LIHEAP: MAXIMUM EFFICIENCY + MAXIMUM IMPACT 

The American public has a reasonable expectation 
for government programs to solve real problems 
and operate with a maximum of transparency, 
accountability, and efficiency. For a success story 
they should look no further than the Low Income 
Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). 

For the past 40 years LIHEAP has been a high 
impact, low-overhead, highly efficient program that 
provides vital  resources to vulnerable households in 
crisis. Through a well defined partnership between 
the Federal government, State agencies, the private 
sector, and community service organizations 
working with people in need, LIHEAP has been one 
of the most consistently valued assistance programs 
since its creation in the Reagan Administration. 

2025 is a true crossroads for LIHEAP. Sector 
experts  including the National Energy and Utility 
Affordability Coalition (NEUAC) and the National 
Energy Assistance Directors Association (NEADA) 
have continued to seek precision, bringing 
expertise, case studies, and data  to Congress in 
pursuit of the best possible version of a national 
energy assistance program. At the same time, 
current administration officials have eliminated 
the program implementation team at the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
and recommended the program be terminated. 

Any discussion of the future of energy assistance 
must be rooted in a full understanding of how the 
program’s goals are implemented in practice.  
Elected officials from both parties recognize that 
Federal energy assistance should continue. The 
right question instead is how to apply lessons from 
four decades of service delivery to design the best 
possible version of energy assistance for both today 
and the future. 

Households in crisis 
What happens to households that can’t pay their 
utility bill? Should they lose their power? Should 
their unpaid bills be covered by other consumers? 

Many Americans are struggling to keep up with the 
cost of living. In some circumstances, fragile 
household budgets are torn apart because of job 
loss, medical crisis, or another unexpected financial 
strain. In extraordinary circumstances, it becomes 
impossible to cover the cost of monthly utilities. 
LIHEAP is a short-term, temporary lifeline that allows 
these households to cover their energy bill while 
trying to get back on their feet. 
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A typical grant is around $225 and is 
applied to back debts owed to utility 
companies. In many cases, these 
funds are critical in avoiding shut 
offs. 
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A typical grant is around $225 and is applied to back 
debts owed to utility companies. In many cases, 
these funds are critical in avoiding disconnections. 

High efficiency 
Historically, a key strength of the LIHEAP program 
was a small core oversight team of experts at HHS 
who coordinated funding releases to states on a 
formula basis. Each grantee then submitted an 
annual plan to report back on their local 
implementation strategies. Typically, states, tribes, 
and territory grantees make local decisions 
balancing the size of grants versus the number of 
grants issued. States also have discretion on 
outreach strategies, investment in weatherization, 
and holding back limited funds for the next year.  
A well-established network of community action 
agencies and nonprofits connect households in 
crisis with available funds. 

HHS is in the midst of a major reorganization and as 
of publication it is unclear exactly how LIHEAP will 
be administered in 2025-2026. 

Bipartisan national support 
LIHEAP is a model program with consensus support 
for more than four decades. Twenty five years ago, 
policymakers agreed that LIHEAP should evolve 
from a regional program primarily focused on home 
heating support to a national program providing 
support across the country, regardless of climate. 
Since that time, the primary policy questions have 
centered around the appropriate funding levels, 
updating the block grant formula, and funding the 
core block grant program versus a discretionary 

emergency fund. Advocates have pushed for 
increased funding to meet the need and investing 
in administrative flexibility and infrastructure. 
Actually eliminating LIHEAP has not been a serious 
consideration regardless of political party. 

A tool for policymakers 
All households have to pay energy bills. Because of 
LIHEAP’s decades-long track record, policymakers 
have utilized LIHEAP as a trusted tool to deliver 
much needed resources into communities impacted 
by weather-related disasters or other calamities. By 
design, the program is able to scale quickly and 
efficiently.  

Meeting the need 
LIHEAP program funding has remained mostly 
steady over the past decade, with most increases 
being a result of emergency Congressional 
spending. Increasing annual programmatic funding 
to the previous authorized level of $5.1 billion while 
including additional funding in the event that 
supplemental Appropriations are needed in a given 
year will maximize the effectiveness and impact of 
the program. 

LIHEAP is a true success story -- a highly efficient, 
multi-jurisdictional partnership that meets a specific 
need with remarkably low overhead. The program 
can and should be strengthened and modernized to 
maximize impact. More importantly, it should be 
studied and celebrated as a model to learn from. 
And there is no better place to start than the 
community action agencies that work with 
vulnerable populations every day. 



As the sun set behind the US Capitol on a cold early March day, Mindy Browning checked her phone’s 
pedometer to confirm what she felt: after visiting ten Congressional and Senate offices, she once again had 
cracked the 15,000 steps plateau. 

Mindy was a long way from home and her day job as Energy Assistance/IT Coordinator for the Embarras 
River Basin Agency, a nonprofit community action agency located in Greenup, Illinois. She was in DC for 
LIHEAP Action Day, an annual gathering of hundreds of energy assistance administrators and advocates 
who come to the Capitol every year to ensure their congressional delegations have the fullest possible 
understanding of the importance of LIHEAP in their community. 

Greenup is roughly equidistant between St. Louis, Missouri and Indianapolis, Indiana. Many in their 
community struggle to make ends meet, and Mindy and her team work tirelessly to connect families that 
need support with available programs and resources. Every year, they leverage LIHEAP funds until the 
program funds are exhausted for the year. Then the cycle begins again.  

Before making the journey to DC this year, Mindy asked her colleagues what they would like their local 
representatives to know about the ongoing drain associated with being financial first responders 
assisting families, seniors, and other community members attempting to navigate impossible economic 
circumstances with the threat of a utility cutoff looming due to inability to pay monthly bills. 

The most critical message: a plea for Congress to not just fixate on the budget 
numbers, but on the impact LIHEAP has on their constituents. 

A LIFELINE IN A CRISIS - CELEBRATING THE LIHEAP FIRST RESPONDERS 
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“Our seniors and disabled customers on fixed 
income really have no wiggle room at all in their 
budgets. They cannot go work some OT or pick up 
a second job to cover expenses that significantly 
have increased for various reasons, mostly inflation. 
At least five seniors told me this year alone that 
they will skip meals in order to have the money to 
pay their utility bills, so they are so thankful to have 
help from LIHEAP.” 

Kayla continued, “I recently had a young woman [as 
a client] with three young children that had never 
had utilities in her name. She didn’t even know she 
needed to call the utility companies to ask about 
putting the utilities in her name after her husband 
left and had the utilities shut off. Not only did she 
need financial assistance for the deposit, but she 
needed guidance and our office was able to guide 
her and educate her on who to contact and what to 
ask, and she was so grateful.  She has been a 
stay-at-home mom since she was out of high school 
and was very honest about how she never had to 
learn any of this until now because it was always 
taken care of. She was so grateful for our help and 
we were able to assist with LIHEAP after she got the 
utilities switched to her name.” 

Kayla concluded, “I have a young couple who are 
struggling right now. When I did their LIHEAP 
application one of the customers had never been in 
and the other hadn’t been in since 2016. The 
customer told me that she had gotten to where she 
didn’t need the assistance anymore and didn’t 
qualify for several years.  Recently her spouse was 
diagnosed with late-stage ovarian cancer and is 
unable to work. Going from a dual-income 
household down to one put all of the financials on 
one person. She said they had to downgrade 
vehicles, sell one of their vehicles and find a cheaper 
home to rent. They stopped going out to eat and 
started meal planning to pinch pennies where they 
can. Receiving LIHEAP this year made room in 
their budget for gas this month to take her 
spouse to and from treatment in Evansville, IN. 
Last month she had to borrow gas money from a 
friend in order to make the trips. Not to mention, 
taking her spouse to these treatments means the 
only working person is now getting significantly less 
hours at work.” 

MINDY SAID: 

“When I come to Washington I really feel the 
distance between these beautiful government 
buildings and the reality of what my staff 
encounters every day. It is incredibly rewarding to 
help solve problems and make progress. And it is 
heartbreaking to know how often we have nothing 
to provide. I’m just so proud of my team and want 
Washington to understand what we deal with 
every day.” 

Mindy’s colleagues with the Embarras River Basin 
Agency amplified her views. “They say you aren’t 
supposed to ‘take your work home’ but how in the 
world can I not take my work home with me?” said 
Christina Wooley, an ERBA Outreach Worker and 
Douglas County Welfare Secretary for the Salvation 
Army. “The families I work with have been targets of 
scammers and need our assistance to get squared 
away. They have lost income because they lost their 
job, or their family member can no longer help them 
cover bills because they were in a car accident and 
need to pay for repairs to get to work. Every day it’s a 
different story. What keeps me up at night is 
knowing what we are going to have to say to all 
of those individuals who have done everything 
right but still can’t make ends meet. There simply 
isn’t enough LIHEAP money to help everyone who 
needs the help.” 
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“It is incredibly rewarding to help 
solve problems and make progress.” 

OUTREACH WORKER KAYLA HEADRICK TOLD A SIMILAR STORY: 
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“Not only did she need 
financial assistance for 
the deposit, but she 
needed guidance and 
our office was able to 
guide her and educate 
her on who to contact 
and what to ask, and she 
was so grateful.” 
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LIHEAP: The Gold Standard for 40+ Years 

The Dilemma of ‘Heat-or-Eat’ 

What would you do if you couldn’t pay your utility bill? Cut back on groceries? Cancel the Internet? Put off 
household repairs? Use a high-interest payday lender? Postpone medical care? 

What if this was the situation facing your elderly mother? 

Or a family with young children in elementary school? 

For millions of Americans, this is their reality. And for more than four decades, LIHEAP has been a lifeline to 
provide temporary support to households in crisis. The program delivers critical short-term aid to our most 
vulnerable neighbors, including the working poor, individuals with disabilities, and the elderly living on fixed 
programs. 

Extensive academic research has documented the broader impact of energy assistance, from the 
“heat-or-eat” dynamic seen in many lower-income households, to the health effects on children. LIHEAP 
continues to be critical in protecting millions of struggling American families. This is especially true during 
the peak winter heating and summer cooling seasons, when energy bills can comprise nearly 30 percent 
of a low-income household’s monthly income, especially in substandard housing. 



HOW LIHEAP WORKS 

LIHEAP is one of the most critical components of the social safety net. The program provides heating and 
cooling assistance to roughly 6.7 million households. It is an exceptionally efficient and targeted program, 
with state block grants flowing to local agencies who work with specific clients on a short-term basis to 
prevent utility shut offs or assistance with heating and cooling bills. 

LIHEAP works because of a long standing collaboration between HHS, State LIHEAP directors, and the 
expansive networks of local organizations that connect vulnerable households with resources.  LIHEAP is 
not an entitlement - it is short term assistance for households in a true financial crisis. Private and state 
dollars supplement federal investment, demonstrating that successful relationships can exist between the 
government, businesses, gas and electric utilities and community based social service organizations. 

While states, local governments, utilities and charitable organizations have demonstrated their 
capacity to develop programs to address some energy assistance needs, collectively these programs 
cannot meet the demand for energy assistance, and this need continues to grow. 
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PROGRAM COMPONENTS 

Basic Energy Assistance and Crisis Assistance 
Basic energy and crisis assistance is at the core of 
LIHEAP. According to the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS), states may spend only 10 
percent of allocated funds on administrative costs 
and may transfer up to 15 percent (25 percent with 
an approved waiver) of costs to support 
weatherization efforts. The remaining funds are used 
to deliver energy assistance to eligible households 
through direct grants. 

The LIHEAP statute authorizes HHS to assist eligible 
households in meeting the costs of home energy, 
which are defined as a source of heating or cooling 
in residential dwellings. Households are eligible 
under Federal standards when incomes do not 
exceed the greater of 150 percent of the poverty level 
or 60 percent of the state median income. However, 
states may set income limits as low as 110 percent of 
the poverty level. The law requires benefits to be 
targeted to households with the highest energy 
costs in relation to income and household size. 

Emergency Contingency Funds 
Emergency Contingency Funds are sometimes used 
to supplement regular appropriations because 
some winters are worse than others, summers can 
be accompanied by prolonged heat waves and 
emergencies in certain regions may require 
flexibility in meeting needs beyond the formulas 
established under the program. 

Congress permanently authorized emergency 
contingency funding at $600 million in FY1994, and 
they have remained authorized at that same level. 
Although overall appropriations have declined, 
Congress has not provided contingency funds in 
recent budget cycles in an effort to provide states 
more certainty around the amount of formula 
funds that would be available in each program year. 
However, program advocates have clarified the 
overarching need for all funding available to be 
directed to state programs. This distribution of 
funds allows states and organizations to better 
assist individual households in need who qualify for 
the program. In both FY2020 and FY2021, the 
emergency contingency fund was $0. 

Weatherization 
States may allocate up to 15 percent of their basic 
grant allocation for low-cost residential 
weatherization or other energy related repair and 
up to 25 percent if they meet certain conditions 
and obtain a waiver from HHS. The weatherization 
program reduces the heating and cooling costs for 

eligible families by improving the energy efficiency 
of their homes and thereby improves their health 
and safety. 

Navigating the Challenging Appropriations Process 
Programs like LIHEAP are funded by Congress 
through a fairly coherent process: the White House 
presents a budget blueprint to Congress; House and 
Senate Appropriations Committees determine 
spending levels for each Federal program; then 
these are all reconciled into spending bills that fund 
the government. Unfortunately, this process, known 
as “regular order,” has not functioned in well over a 
decade. Instead, Congress typically passes a series of 
continuing resolutions, known as a CR, as a means 
to keep the government operational while Congress 
and the White House finalize spending levels for the 
remainder of the fiscal year. 

For LIHEAP administrators, this creates a particular 
challenge, as there can be significant uncertainty 
about how much funding will be available during 
the critical winter months. Under regular order, 
State administrators could make informed 
projections based on the funding levels passed by 
Senate and House Appropriations committees in 
the summer. 

Congress’ inability to enforce regular order puts a 
tremendous strain on the energy assistance system. 
Thankfully, policymakers recognize that cold 
weather states traditionally spend more than 70 
percent of the LIHEAP funds during the first two 
quarters of the federal fiscal year and therefore 
informally established a special “seasonality” 
consideration for LIHEAP and other programs that 
use their funds disproportionately during this period. 
There is no guarantee this process will continue in 
the future. To maximize efficiency and encourage 
planning, Congress could reestablish  the “Advanced 
Funding” model that was in place until FY2002. 
Advanced Funding sets funding levels a full year in 
advance, meaning program administrators would 
have much more time to accurately plan how to 
spend their state allocation. 
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WHITE HOUSE PRESENTS BUDGET 
BLUEPRINT TO CONGRESS 

HOUSE AND SENATE 
DETERMINE SPENDING LEVELS 

RECONCILED INTO SPENDING BILLS 
THAT FUND THE GOVERNMENT 



LIHEAP BY THE NUMBERS 

FY23 Program Highlights: 

$6.2B Total funding released to support immediate home energy needs 

and ensure continuity of services 

5.9M Households served 

2  Total occurrences of restored home energy 

LIHEAP helps reduce the risk of health and safety problems that arise 

from unsafe heating and cooling situations and practices. 

Of the households served in FY23: 

2.1M Households included an individual with a disability 

9  Households included a young child 
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2.4M Households included an older adult 

Households Assisted by Service Type 

5  Households that received heating assistance 1.4M 

Households that received crisis assistance* 927K 

Households that received cooling assistance 61K 

Households that received weatherization assistance 

* Grant recipients do not report an unduplicated crisis count, but HHS estimates the number is 1.4 million. 

Source: https://acf.gov/ocs/fact-sheet/liheap-fact-sheet 
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WHO RECEIVES LIHEAP? 

WHAT IS THE NEED? 

Elderly, Disabled, Children 
Many households receiving utility assistance include elderly residents, individuals 
with disabilities, and/or children. According to data released by HHS and reported 
by the Congressional Research Service, of all households served by LIHEAP, 
approximately 29 percent had at least one member 60 years of age or older; 31 
percent had at least one member with a disability; and 23 percent included at least 
one child five years of age or younger. 

Native American Tribes 
As of FY2014, 153 Native American tribes and tribal organizations located in 22 states 
received funding through LIHEAP. The funds come out of the gross allotment for 
each state. Several tribes can form a consortium to administer the funds. 

In Congressional testimony on May 3, 2024, NEADA Executive Director Mark Wolfe cited statistics 
from the annual US Census Household Pulse Survey in making the case for an overall Federal 
investment of $7 billion for FY 2025: 

The percentage of households that could not pay their energy bill for at least 
one month in the last year increased from 21.3% to 23.5%. The largest increase was 
in households with children, which increased from 28.4% to 33.1%. 

The percentage of households reporting that they kept their home at unsafe 
temperatures also increased during the 12-month period, from 22.3% to 22.9%. The 
largest increase with this metric was in low-income households, from 31.7% to 34.0%. 

More than one out of three households (34%) reduced or forewent basic household 
expenses at least once during the previous 12 months to pay their home energy 
bills. The largest increase was in households with children, from 38.7% to 41.5%. 

33.1% 

34.0% 

41.5% 



A FRAMEWORK FOR THE FUTURE 

Funding 
The LIHEAP program is an essential service. There is 
widespread consensus among leading LIHEAP 
advocates, including NEUAC and NEADA, that the 
current funding levels do not meet the overall need. 
A specific funding request is a function of broader 
political and economic dynamics in any given year. 
In general, advocates recommend $5.1 billion in line 
with the program’s authorized funding level. 

However, it is important to note that even 
maximizing funds in this way will likely not meet all 
of the need for energy assistance. If Congress 
enacted the recommendations of public sector and 
non-profit leaders in the field to expand eligibility to 
250 percent of the national poverty level and ensure 
that no eligible family pays more than 3 percent of 
their income on energy bills, much greater funding 
will be needed. 
Additionally, the decades-long success of the 
program means the infrastructure now exists to 
support a fully developed national program with 
appropriate resources for both cooling and heating 
assistance. Increasing funding to mitigate heat 
emergencies is absolutely vital but must not come 
at the expense of already oversubscribed cold 
weather programs. 

Delivery of Services 
In keeping with LIHEAP’s growth from a primarily 
heating program to a year-round program that also 
addresses cooling, states must continue to improve 
the delivery of services It is recommended that 
states form proactive strategies and committees to 
ensure LIHEAP funds are efficiently handled and 
reach vulnerable low-income households the 
program is intended to serve. 

Administrative Flexibility 
LIHEAP’s tight limits on administrative costs is one 
of its strengths. At the same time, field leaders have 
consistently noted the challenges of responding to 
increasing need with limited staff resources and 
flexibility. Congress should consider allowing states 
more flexibility to support on-the-ground staff along 
with resources to track impact metrics and advance 
community engagement strategies. 

Advanced Funding 
It is recommended that Congress approve one year 
of advanced funding of LIHEAP in the 
appropriations process. The flexibility provided by 
advanced funding would allow state administrators 
more planning and greater discretion in the 
allocation of resources. It is difficult to overstate the 
effect of predictability in funding for creating a 
more streamlined, targeted and effective program 
in the years to come. 

This report was created in support of LIHEAP.org, a website 
and informational resource managed by Bracy Tucker Brown 
and supported by a grant from Michigan Energy First. 
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