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SEVEN YEARS OF WELFARE REFORM IN MINNESOTA 
Executive Summary 

 
 
In the seven years since Minnesota’s version of federal welfare reform took effect statewide, 
more than 50 research studies have looked at one central question from many different angles: 
 
How well has Minnesota’s welfare-to-work system succeeded?  

 
By emphasizing employment and time limits on cash assistance, the Minnesota Family 
Investment Program (MFIP) has shown considerable success at moving many poor parents – 
primarily single mothers – into jobs and helping them raise their incomes modestly above the 
federal poverty guideline.  Most families leave MFIP initially within 12 to 18 months. The 
state’s welfare caseload fell nearly 19 percent between 1997 and 2003.  
 
More than half of MFIP recipients are successful within one year, as measured by the state’s 
“Self-support Index,” and 70 percent are successful three years later. The “Self-support Index” 
counts welfare participants as successful if they are working 30 or more hours per week or are no 
longer receiving MFIP cash assistance. 
 
Three years into the state’s longitudinal study that tracks a large sample of welfare families for 
five years, 40 percent of recipients were working and off MFIP, while another 19 percent were 
working but earning little enough to still qualify for some cash assistance.   

Results Three Years into MFIP Longitudinal Study

Working, Off 
Welfare

40%

Not working, 
On welfare

25%

Not working, 
Off Welfare

16%

Working, On 
Welfare

19%
 

 
On average, this most successful 40 percent of families were living at 1.7 times the federal 
poverty guideline. And 12 percent had family income of at least twice the federal poverty level, 
an important milestone for financial stability. (In 2004, the federal poverty guideline for a family 
of three was $15,670; 170 percent equaled $26,639 for a three-person family. Eligibility for 
MFIP cash benefits phases out at 115 percent of the federal poverty guideline, or $18,020 for a 
three-person family.)  
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Average Income Relative to Federal Poverty Guideline --
Three Years into MFIP Longitudinal Study

10%

39%

39%

12%
Above 200% of Poverty Line

101-200% of Poverty Line

51-100% of Poverty Line

0-50% of Poverty Line

 
 
On the other hand, most of the jobs offer low wages, few benefits, part-time hours and little 
opportunity for wage growth.  Due to MFIP’s work emphasis, education and training 
opportunities that might help workers raise their skills and income are extremely limited.  As a 
result, despite extensive work, many families who leave MFIP continue to rely on government 
programs for food support, health care, child care and other essentials.  About one-third of 
families return to MFIP after a crisis or for more help in finding or keeping a job.   
 
Important questions remain to be answered.  We know very little from Minnesota research about 
how parent-focused welfare-to-work efforts affect children, or about what policies might be 
effective to discourage teenage pregnancy and encourage or sustain marriage among low-income 
adults. 
  
Major challenges face Minnesota’s low-income families, policy-makers, and all Minnesotans as 
we aim to help welfare parents support their families through work 
 
Across several settings and using diverse methodologies, the research studies reviewed for this 
report generally found that: 
 
1.  MFIP has been most successful in helping suburban or rural parents who have 
more education, few personal challenges, older children, better access to reliable 
transportation, and other strengths.   
 
Not surprisingly, the fewer barriers-- adverse circumstances or conditions -- an MFIP participant 
faces, the easier it is to find work and earn enough to leave welfare.  The most successful group 
of families, those able to leave the program due to employment, had the fewest serious personal 
or family challenges, on average.  These challenges include transportation problems, health 
conditions that prevent or interfere with work, depression, involvement with child protective 
services, or caring for a child with special needs.   
 



 

Research Findings on MFIP 3 December 2004   
 

Several studies corroborate that those leaving MFIP for work were more likely to have 
completed high school, more likely to be living with the other parent of the household, and less 
likely to have young children.  A study conducted in Hennepin County found that residential 
stability was strongly related to employment.  In other words, the fewer residences a participant 
lived in, the more months they were likely to have worked.  This strong relationship between 
housing stability and employment success had also been found in the MFIP field trials. 
 
2.  Although MFIP is helping many parents to find work, the jobs tend to offer low 
wages, few benefits, little opportunity for wage growth, and/or only part-time 
work. 

  
A recurrent finding in Minnesota studies is that the transition from “welfare poor” to “working 
poor” often makes little difference in a family’s financial stability.  Working families, regardless 
of whether they still receive cash assistance from MFIP, often  remain at or near poverty.  Nearly 
one in five of the longitudinal study’s “working leavers” still lived at or below the poverty 
guideline. 
 
One reason is that Minnesota adults who leave welfare for work are concentrated in low-wage 
industries and have little wage growth, even with significant years of work experience. Studies 
also consistently show other, related problems for families that have succeeded on MFIP’s work 
and exit measures - especially gaps in health care coverage, unstable housing, unreliable 
transportation, and difficulty finding and paying for child care. 
 
For example, 30 percent of long-term MFIP recipients were uninsured when they left the state’s 
public assistance program.  And transportation was found over and over again to be a major 
problem for current and former MFIP recipients alike.  Low wages make it difficult to buy 
reliable cars, and lack of reliable transportation makes it hard to find and retain jobs - especially 
in rural areas.  

 
 

3. MFIP has been least successful in helping parents who have significant health 
impairments, learning disabilities or low IQ, or children with significant health 
impairments to find jobs and leave MFIP. 
 
As families with fewer barriers and brighter prospects leave welfare, the adults who continue to 
participate in MFIP tend to have a diverse and daunting array of barriers to finding or keeping a 
job.  In the state’s longitudinal study, 19 percent of recipients were unemployed during the entire 
third year of the study--one indicator of a population with multiple, persistent barriers to self-
sufficiency: serious mental and physical health problems, learning disability, or low IQ; and 
some have children with serious health problems. 
 
State analysts have stressed that the work emphasis of welfare reform makes it imperative to 
identify and treat serious work barriers as soon as possible. But many counties and communities 
that serve the hard-to-employ lack the resources – developmental disability, rehabilitation, 
mental health and child welfare systems – to address the complex barriers of participants who 
need more intensive and specialized help.  
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A range of studies show that MFIP recipients with multiple, serious work barriers are less likely 
to find jobs, more likely to lose cash assistance because of sanctions for program noncompliance, 
and more likely to exhaust their 60 months of eligibility for federal cash assistance than families 
with few barriers. Most of these families are living in deep poverty: State researchers found that 
participants who were on MFIP and not working after three years were living on average at 68 
percent of the federal poverty guideline.  The studies make clear that this group, whose 
employment status hasn’t changed significantly despite MFIP’s incentives and penalties, has the 
greatest need and poses the greatest challenges for the state’s welfare-to-work system and 
policymakers. 
 
The roundtable report highlights successful strategies for addressing these challenges, including: 

• Temporary, subsidized jobs in closely supervised and supportive settings for people with 
serious employment barriers. Such transitional jobs have proven effective at helping 
participants find unsubsidized jobs in the private sector. 

• Help in short-term crises for people with relatively few employment barriers, including 
more intense casework and generous cash benefits to resolve the crisis. 

• Business loans to child-care providers and co-locating Head Start programs and child 
care centers to improve the supply and convenience of child-care slots for working 
parents. 

• Projects that help individuals buy and maintain cars.  Access to a reliable car is a key 
predictor for successful exit from welfare.   

 
 
4. American Indian and African American welfare participants do not succeed as 
well in MFIP as immigrant or other racial groups.  
 
African American and American Indian participants fare worse than other racial/ethnic or 
immigrant groups on MFIP’s main performance measure, the Self-support Index.  Furthermore, 
African American and American Indian participants receive a disproportionate number of 
financial penalties and more likely than other groups to lose MFIP benefits due to time limits. 
 
Focus group studies conducted with participants and welfare providers from several communities 
of color found evidence that participants in these communities have higher levels of employment 
barriers and are more likely to experience discrimination in the labor market.  Minority MFIP 
recipients also described rude and demeaning treatment and asserted that job counselors withheld 
information and resources that could help them. 
 
Recommendations from these studies ranged from early and more intensive assessment of 
barriers to employment to decreased worker caseloads and improvements in the cultural 
competency and racial composition of welfare and employment services personnel. 
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SEVEN YEARS OF WELFARE REFORM – 
Weighing the Results 

 
 
I.   Introduction 
In 1996, Congress approved sweeping federal policy changes to the safety net and job training 
system for poor families, particularly women and children.  President Bill Clinton’s campaign 
promise to “end welfare as we know it” was fulfilled when a new policy, Temporary Aid to 
Needy Families (TANF), replaced the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 
program.  With the passage of TANF, states now have more discretion in designing a welfare-to-
work program, something that AFDC did not allow for.   

 
In 1997, after several years of an experimental pilot project, state lawmakers approved the 
Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP) as Minnesota’s welfare reform program.  Since 
then, more than 50 reports and studies by an array of researchers have examined how successful 
Minnesota’s welfare-to-work program has been in helping parents find jobs and leave MFIP.  
The studies have explored questions such as who is working and how much they earn, who has 
trouble finding or keeping a job and why, and what strategies have shown promise in helping job 
seekers of varying skills and educational backgrounds.   

 
In 2003, more than a dozen researchers began meeting informally as the Welfare Reform 
Research and Evaluation Roundtable to share research findings and ideas for future projects 
related to Minnesota’s welfare-to-work efforts.  A main priority of the group was to review the 
existing studies and summarize the key findings so that policymakers, business leaders and the 
public can better understand the successes and challenges experienced in helping welfare parents 
support their families through work.  With sponsorship from the University of Minnesota and 
funding from The Minneapolis Foundation, the group hired a writer to summarize the key 
research findings that have emerged in Minnesota. 

 
Eight years after Congress changed the federal welfare law and seven years after the Minnesota 
Legislature changed the state’s welfare law, the central question is: How well has MFIP worked?   

 
As one might expect for a large program involving tens of thousands of poor families throughout 
the state, the answer is complex.  The studies make clear that welfare reform has taken hold in 
Minnesota:  Job counselors, not financial eligibility workers, are the main contact for MFIP 
parents.  Most families seeking help from MFIP leave welfare within 12-18 months, although 
many return for additional help in supporting their families through work. 

 
In general, across several settings and using diverse methodologies, the studies have found that: 
 

• MFIP has been most successful in helping parents who have more education, fewer and 
older children, access to reliable transportation and other strengths. 

 
• Although MFIP is helping many parents find work, the jobs tend to offer low wages, few 

benefits, little opportunity for wage growth and part-time hours.  As a result, many working 
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families struggle to make ends meet and continue to rely on public programs for food 
support, health care, child care and other essentials.  

 
• MFIP has been least successful in helping parents who have significant mental and 

physical health impairments, learning disabilities or low IQ, or children with significant 
health impairments.    

 
• Native American and African American welfare families receive a disproportionate 

number of penalties and lose MFIP benefits due to time limits at higher rates than other 
racial groups.  At the same time, MFIP is less successful in helping them find jobs and 
exiting MFIP than whites. 

 
This paper provides a brief overview of the changes in the federal welfare program as well as 
Minnesota’s efforts at welfare reform, presents ways that state policymakers measure “success” 
under MFIP, and discusses the research findings that stand out most strongly from a review of 
the studies. 
 
 
II.    The 1996 Federal Welfare Reform Legislation  
Under the federal welfare reform legislation of 1996, TANF replaced 
the old welfare program known as Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC).  On every major point, the policies differ 
dramatically. Where AFDC guaranteed cash assistance to the poorest 
families with children under 18, TANF sets a 60-month lifetime limit 
on receiving federal cash assistance.  Where AFDC often discouraged 
work, TANF insists on it. Where AFDC focused on financial 
eligibility, TANF requires active, ongoing efforts to find and retain 
jobs.  While federal welfare payments to states increased as their 
AFDC cases rose, TANF provides block grants that do not change 
with the caseload. In short, the goal of TANF is to help parents attach 
quickly to the labor market by providing time-limited cash assistance 
and employment services to poor parents with children. 

 Any discussion of welfare reform would be incomplete without 
acknowledging the robust economic conditions that co-existed with 
the passage of the new federal welfare program. TANF became law 
as the country enjoyed the longest and most sustained economic 
boom in American history, creating a need for workers.  At the same 
time, other measures that reinforced the work incentives of welfare 
reform, including an expansion of the earned income tax credit, were 
put in place. 

In Minnesota, state business leaders and economists were documenting the severe labor shortage 
facing Minnesota over the coming decades, a trend that was occurring nationally as well.1  The 

                                                 
1 Gary Cunningham and Steve Keefe, Help Wanted -- More Opportunities Than People (Minneapolis: Citizens 
League Research Report, November 1998).  Available at http://www.citizensleague.net/html/issues_reports.html. 

Highlights of TANF: 
 
1. Most parents must 
work as soon as they are 
job ready or no later than 
two years after coming on 
assistance; states can 
require work much 
sooner, and many do –
including Minnesota.  
 
2. Single parents are 
required to participate in 
work activities for at least 
30 hours per week.  
 
3. Failure to participate in 
work requirements can 
result in a reduction or 
termination of benefits.  
 
4. Federal cash assistance 
is limited to 60 months 
over a lifetime.  
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labor need was in low-wage jobs that offered little opportunity for advancement and wage 
growth.2   In the late 1990s, unemployment rates fell and TANF caseloads declined as low-skill 
workers found jobs in a robust economy, suggesting a strong relationship between welfare 
reform and the economy. 
 
 
III.    Minnesota’s Early Efforts at Welfare Reform 
Even before TANF replaced AFDC, Minnesota had begun the work of welfare reform by 
crafting demonstration projects and receiving program waivers from the federal government to 
experiment with a different way of helping parents support their families through work.   

 
In 1994, Minnesota launched MFIP as a pilot project in seven counties. The MFIP pilot was a 
major welfare reform initiative aimed at encouraging work, alleviating poverty and reducing 
welfare dependency.  Key elements of the pilot were to increase cash assistance for families and 
to allow for smaller caseloads so that county employment staff could work more closely with 
families seeking to find or keep a job.  

 
The pilot used control groups, with families randomly assigned to MFIP or to AFDC, and 
employed a national research firm to study how the two groups fared over time.   For long-term, 
single parent welfare families, the MFIP pilot significantly increased employment, income and 
child well-being.   Key outcomes from the pilot include:3  

• substantial and enduring increases in employment and earnings for MFIP families 
compared to the AFDC group. In an average quarter, half of MFIP parents worked 
compared to 37 percent of AFDC parents  

• higher earnings.  MFIP parents’ earnings were 23 percent higher on average and were 
more likely to rise above the poverty line 

• more uninterrupted health coverage 
• increased marriage among MFIP parents 
• reductions in mothers’ risk of depression and reported incidence of domestic abuse 
• higher well-being of young school-aged children, who showed less problem behavior and 

better performance in school  
• longer stays on welfare.  Because the MFIP pilot was designed to provide some cash 

assistance until families’ earnings lifted them to 140 percent of the federal poverty level, 
average welfare stays were longer than for families on AFDC. 

 
With the passage of TANF, states received a great deal of discretion in designing a welfare-to-
work program without having to request waivers.  In 1997, Minnesota lawmakers expanded the 
MFIP pilot project into a statewide program.  Lawmakers made some changes to MFIP when it 
was enacted statewide (staff caseloads were generally higher and cash assistance now ends when 
family income reaches 115 percent of the federal poverty guideline).  Yet the program retained 
the core goals of the pilot project: expecting and rewarding work.   

 
                                                 
2 Annette Bernhardt, Martina Morris, Mark Handcock and Marc Scott, Divergent paths: Economic Mobility in the 
New American Labor Market (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001). 
3 Virginia Knox, Cynthia Miller and Lisa A. Gennetian, Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work: A Summary of the 
Final Report on the Minnesota Family Investment Program (New York: MDRC, September 2000), pp. 10-21. 



 

Research Findings on MFIP 8 December 2004   
 

In both the pilot and statewide versions, MFIP attempts to achieve these goals by transforming 
the welfare system into one focused on moving recipients to work.  From the beginning, the key 
features of MFIP have been (i) financial incentives to encourage work, (ii) mandatory 
participation in employment-focused services and (iii) financial penalties (in the form of reduced 
cash assistance) for non-compliance.   A 60-month time limit on TANF cash assistance also 
makes clear that MFIP is a temporary program aimed at helping families replace welfare with 
wages.   
 
 
IV.    Measuring MFIP success 
Underlying all the findings from the studies reviewed for this report is a debate about what 
constitutes success in welfare reform.  Is the main goal a reduction in caseload, moving welfare 
recipients into the workforce, or moving them out of poverty?  The explicit goals of MFIP touch 
on all three of these issues.  As stated in the MFIP Employment Services training manual issued 
by the state, MFIP has three goals: 
 

1. To encourage and enable all families to find employment; 
2. To help families increase their income and move out of poverty; and 
3. To prevent long-term dependence on welfare as a primary source of family income. 

 
Program evaluators use a variety of tools to examine if a program is successful.  The most 
rigorous evaluations are modeled after scientific experiments.  Participants are randomly 
assigned to either a treatment or a control group and the results from each group of participants 
are compared.  This was the style of evaluation conducted when MFIP was piloted during the 
mid-1990s, as described above. 
 
However, when MFIP became Minnesota’s statewide program, the experiment was over.  It was 
no longer possible to separate out a treatment group or to draw conclusions about the program’s 
effectiveness as compared with its predecessor, AFDC.  Given this constraint, the studies 
reviewed for this report tend to focus on the program’s “outcomes” and “processes” to answer 
pragmatic questions such as:   
 

• Is the program meeting its goals of helping parents find work? 
• Are some participants faring better than others, and if so, why? 
• Which parts of the program work well and which need improvement? 

 
The Minnesota Department of Human Services (DHS) publishes several performance measures 
for the program that are important for answering the first of these questions.  An outcome 
measure known as the Self-support Index tracks participants over time and counts them as 
successful if they are working 30 or more hours per week or are no longer receiving cash 
assistance.  As shown in this line chart, over half of MFIP recipients are successful on this 
measure by one year, and 70 percent are successful three years later. 
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  Source: Minnesota Department of Human Services administrative data 
 
But this type of performance measure only tells part of the story.  Every family that leaves MFIP 
– even if the adult isn’t working and the family is living in poverty – counts as a success in this 
index.  To measure MFIP’s effect more precisely, a longitudinal follow-up study, tracking the 
same families over several years, was conducted to gather information about how specific 
participants progressed, even after they left the program.   Sources of administrative data, such as 
welfare system records, were reviewed for information about recipient characteristics and 
program use.   The longitudinal study also used systematic interviewing methods to gather in-
depth information from participants and employment service providers about their experiences 
with the program. 
 
In the sections that follow, “success” in MFIP is defined by the program’s goals -- obtaining 
employment, increasing income, and leaving welfare.  The studies make clear, however, that 
MFIP operates within a larger context that includes labor market realities, other government 
programs, and private interests.   
 
 
V.   FINDING 1:  MFIP has been most successful in helping suburban or rural parents who 
have more education, older children, better access to reliable transportation, and other 
strengths. 
 
 To analyze the key traits that help one leave MFIP for work, researchers have conducted 
follow-up studies to identify the most successful families in the program and measure the 
demographic characteristics, barriers and service experiences faced by these different groups of 
MFIP users.   For whom has MFIP worked best?  Not surprisingly, the fewer barriers (i.e., 
adverse circumstances or conditions that limit one’s ability to find and maintain employment) 
one faces, the easier it is to find work and earn enough money to leave welfare.   
 

Self-support Index for MFIP Recipients
January - March 1999 cohort

70.0% 
65.6%

51.0% 

0% 
10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

One year index Two year index Three year index

Participants are defined as self supporting if they were working 30 or more hours per week or had left the cash portion of
MFIP during the follow-up quarter.  MFIP Recipients are defined as participants who had been on MFIP prior to the baseline
quarter of the measure.  There were 45,806 Recipients included in this measure.
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Those who left MFIP for work were more likely to have completed high school, more likely to 
be living with the other parent of the household, and less likely to have young children.  
Suburban and rural participants were more likely than people in the state’s most urban counties 
to exit MFIP through work.4 In terms of characteristics, the most successful families were least 
likely to have serious personal or family challenges.  These challenges include health conditions 
that prevent or interfere with work, depression, involvement with child protective services, or a 
special needs child.  They were less likely to cite transportation or job skills as barriers to 
employment than those who remained on the program.5   
 
Other studies in Minnesota have added to these findings about the most successful participants in 
the program.   For example, a survey of participants in the McKnight Foundation’s welfare-to-
work partnerships found that 27% of participants left MFIP quickly and remained off assistance 
15 months after an initial interview, while another 32% left MFIP somewhat later but had made 
progress by the time of the follow-up interview.  These participants were more likely than those 
remaining on MFIP to have a high school diploma and less likely to cite transportation problems, 
special needs children, or health problems.  They also had fewer risk factors that would make 
them hard to employ.  The list of risk factors included language or cultural barriers, 
homelessness, physical or mental disabilities, history as a teen parent, domestic violence, 
chemical dependency, needing to care for an ill or incapacitated relative, and low basic abilities 
or learning disabilities.6 
 
In addition, a study conducted in Hennepin County by a team of university researchers found that 
30% of study participants worked extensively, defined as working 36 months or more during the 
42-month study period.  These workers had more education than other study participants.  This 
study also found that residential stability was positively correlated with employment.  In other 
words, the fewer residences a participant lived in, the more months they were likely to have 
worked.7 
 

• Economic Outcomes from the State’s Longitudinal Study 
Three years into the state’s longitudinal study of the program, 40% of recipients were working 
and off MFIP, while another 25% were working yet earning little enough to still be eligible for 
partial MFIP grants.8   On average, these “working leaver” families were off MFIP and living at 
170% of the federal poverty guideline.  (In 2004, the federal poverty guideline for a family of 
three was $15,760; 170% was $26,639.)    They also received, on average, $143 per month in 
child support and two-thirds of them were receiving the federal Earned Income Tax Credit.  
Some 12% of “working leavers” had family incomes of at least 200% of the federal poverty level 
– an important indicator of financial stability.  Compare these numbers to those not working and 
on MFIP at three years, the study’s least successful group.  These families, a quarter of those in 
                                                 
4 Leslie Crichton and Vania Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Department of Human Services, December 2003), p. 38. 
5 Ibid., p. 18. 
6 Greg Owen et al., Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform – the Minnesota Welfare-to-Work Partnerships Initiative (St. 
Paul: Wilder Research Center, August 2001), p. 84. 
7 David Hollister et al., The Well-Being of Parents and Children in the Minnesota Family Investment Program in 
Hennepin County, Minnesota, 1998-2002 (St. Paul: University of Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Child 
Welfare, November 2003), p. 21. 
8 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 21. 
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the study, were living on average at 68% of the federal poverty guideline, with a poverty rate of 
92%.  However, 18% of the “working leavers” still lived at or below the poverty line three years 
after leaving MFIP.   
 

• MFIP Work Outcomes Vary By Race/Ethnicity 
In terms of race, the most successful group of MFIP participants working 30 or more hours per 
week or no longer receiving MFIP cash assistance has been disproportionately white, Asian and 
Hispanic.  As shown in the chart below, African American and American Indian participants 
have lower outcomes on the Self-support Index than participants in other racial/ethnic groups.  

 

 
   Source: Minnesota Department of Human Services administrative data 
 
Of the families on MFIP in December 2002, about 37% reported earning income at some point in 
the 2002.  However, the percentage of cases with income earned from employment was lowest 
for American Indian (29 percent) and African American (31 percent) cases and was highest for 
Asian, white, and Hispanic MFIP families, as well as the Hmong and Somali subgroups (each 40 
percent or more).9  
 
In another study, state researchers estimated what the Self-support Index (defined as the percent 
of adults who have left MFIP cash assistance or are working at least 30 hours per week; see 
discussion above) would be for different racial and ethnic groups, after adjusting for differences 
in individual characteristics and county economic conditions.  African-Americans and American 
Indians were the only groups to fare worse than predicted.10 The study notes that the gap could 
stem from differences in motivation or quality of service, which were not measured, but may 

                                                 
9 Minnesota Department of Human Services, December 2002 Characteristics of Racial/Ethnic and Immigrant 
Groups in the Minnesota Family Investment Program, p. iii-iv.  Available at 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/dhs_id_004113.hcsp 
10 Vania Meyer, Measuring MFIP Performance for Racial/Ethnic and Immigrant Groups (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Department of Human Services, November 2003), pp. 5-6. 
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also reflect discriminatory treatment.  “There may be differential treatment of MFIP participants 
and these results are consistent with that possibility,” the researcher wrote.   
 
A focus group study of four minority groups included a national literature review of recent 
studies documenting, through controlled experimental designs, significant employment 
discrimination against African Americans nationally, and housing discrimination against 
American Indians, African Americans and Asians both nationally and in Minnesota.11 
 
Many MFIP participants from various minority communities – African American, Native 
American, Somali and Hmong – perceive bias and lack of understanding of their challenges and 
cultural values and challenges among job counselors.12  In focus groups, minority MFIP 
recipients described rude and demeaning treatment and asserted that job counselors withheld 
information and resources that could help them. 13  They also gave numerous examples of 
discrimination in hiring decisions that contribute to less successful employment outcomes.  
 
Focus group studies conducted with participants and employment services providers from 
several communities of color found evidence that participants in these communities have higher 
levels of employment barriers and are more likely to experience discrimination in the labor 
market as well as in MFIP service delivery.  Recommendations from these studies ranged from 
early and more intensive assessment of barriers to employment to decreased worker caseloads 
and improvements in the cultural competency and racial composition of welfare and employment 
services personnel.14 
 

• Testing a Diversion Strategy for Targeted Job Seekers: The Temporary Assistance to 
Families Program 

In 2000, Dakota County – the third most populous county in Minnesota – won legislative 
approval to test Temporary Assistance for Families (TAF), a new approach to welfare reform 
designed to resolve temporary crises and get parents quickly back to work.   The central question 
behind the TAF pilot was this: What if low-income families who are experiencing a temporary 
crisis and have the fewest barriers to employment never went onto MFIP at all?  If for the first 
four months, applicants had their housing and utility costs paid directly, immediately developed 
employment plans and worked intensely with county workers authorized to spend additional 
money to resolve a crisis, would they find jobs faster and stay off the welfare system?  And 
could this approach save the state and county money? 
 
Dakota County’s pilot program ran for 15 months from October 2001 through December 2002.  
The pilot project served 385 families, which it tracked for 15 months after they first applied for 
assistance.  Of these, 58 percent left the system within four months and were not enrolled on 
MFIP at any of three follow-up points – five, nine and 15 months.  By contrast, of the 

                                                 
11 Ellen Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes for Somali, Hmong, American Indian and African American 
Welfare Participants in Minnesota (St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, April 2003), pp. 18-24. 
12 Ibid., pp. 134-141. 
13 Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
14 Ibid.; and Vania Meyer. Provider Perspectives on the Issues Behind the Outcomes (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Department of Human Services, June 2003). 
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comparison group of families newly enrolled in MFIP from October 2000 to September 2001, 21 
percent left the system within four months and were not enrolled at any of the follow-up points.15 
Several features distinguished the TAF pilot 
project from MFIP: 

• higher cash grants than MFIP families 
receive   

• smaller caseloads.  This enabled TAF 
counselors to meet with clients at least 
once a week and helped parents avoid 
most sanctions for non-compliance 

• fewer barriers to employment.  The 
pilot screened participants and selected 
only those with few or no barriers to 
work for the program 

• immediate contact with a job 
counselor.  TAF clients developed 
employment plans with their 
employment counselors before 
receiving their first grant  

• more money than MFIP families 
receive to help eliminate barriers to 
finding work 

• stricter penalties for noncompliance.  
TAF families faced 100 percent 
sanctions – complete loss of benefits – 
for non-cooperation vs. progressive 
sanctions of 10 to 30 percent for MFIP 
families. As noted above, smaller 
caseloads helped to avoid most 
sanctions for noncompliance  

 
Smaller caseloads and increased financial 
resources for families were also hallmarks of 
the successful MFIP pilot project, as mentioned earlier in this research summary. 
 
TAF cost more than MFIP in the short run because employment counselors had far smaller 
caseloads and spent more money on support services, particularly car repairs and housing 
assistance.   But county researchers concluded that had the TAF families mirrored the experience 
of MFIP families, they would have relied on public assistance longer and cost taxpayers 
approximately $458,000 more. Researchers also note two caveats: Dakota County’s TAF 
participants fit a very different demographic profile than MFIP participants in Minnesota’s urban 
and rural counties:  (i) TAF participants were overwhelmingly white and (ii) many TAF adults 

                                                 
15 Anderson, Dennis. Report on the Temporary Assistance for Families Pilot, Dakota County, Minnesota (West. St. 
Paul: Dakota County Employment and Economic Assistance Department, August 2004), pp. 5-7. 

 
Contrasting TAF with the new Diversionary 
Work Program 
Findings from the Dakota County pilot project 
suggest that more intense casework and generous 
cash benefits to overcome a short-term crisis 
helped many families with few work barriers to 
leave MFIP even faster, thereby saving taxpayers 
money.  The findings led some policymakers to 
conclude that most families applying for MFIP 
may be best served by diverting them from 
welfare altogether.  In 2003, the Legislature 
created the Diversionary Work Program, modeled 
loosely on the TAF Program: Cash assistance is 
limited to 4 months, and participants must meet 
with an employment counselor before they can 
receive financial help with rent or other basic 
needs.  The new program took effect July 1, 2004.
 
Unlike TAF, however, cash assistance is not 
based upon actual need but is set at the MFIP 
standard, which may provide fewer financial 
resources to families needing help with a crisis. In 
addition, there is no requirement that caseloads be 
kept small to ensure that participants have 
frequent contact with their employment 
counselors while job searching.  Finally, all new 
applicants for MFIP, except for those with a 
medical condition that prohibits them from 
working, are required to participate in this 
program without regard to the number of barriers 
they may be experiencing. 
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had been employed and came to the program after losing jobs in the travel industry during the 
economic downturn in 2001 and 2002.16   

 
 
VI.    FINDING 2:  Although MFIP is helping many parents to find work, the jobs tend to 
offer low wages, few benefits, little opportunity for wage growth, and/or only part-time 
work. 
 
The previous section of this research summary described “MFIP success” in terms of the 
proportions of welfare recipients who found work and earned enough to exit welfare.  This 
section summarizes findings on families’ success at becoming financially stable.   
 
It also describes “welfare cyclers,” people who leave welfare but return because of job loss, 
family crisis or inability to be consistently self-supporting.  This is a sizeable group. During the 
third year of the state’s longitudinal study, 46 percent of recipients worked inconsistently – 
between one and 11 months.17  And 30 percent of recipients who leave MFIP return to the 
program within a year.18  

 
The economy in which MFIP parents are working or looking for work is substantially different 
than it was for AFDC parents 20 or 30 years ago.  Researchers studying labor economics have 
noted the emergence of a two-tier labor market over the last three decades.  The upper tier 
includes such industries as finance, public administration, and professional and technical 
services.  People starting at entry levels in these sectors typically receive increased wages and 
opportunities for advancement as they gain experience.  By contrast, in the lower tier of 
industries, such as accommodations and food service, retail trade, and administrative support, 
people who start out in low-wage jobs are much less likely to see their wages grow, even with 
significant years of experience in their jobs.   
 
These findings are relevant to the Minnesota studies because welfare recipients – current 
recipients as well as former and potential ones – tend to be concentrated in jobs in the labor 
market’s bottom tier. As noted in a recent book about the American labor market, “The problem 
for policy makers is that the number of chronic low-wage workers has grown in recent years … 
and that the low-wage trajectory has fallen even lower than in the past.”19  National studies of 
welfare-to-work programs have consistently found that welfare recipients typically start in low-
wage jobs and stay at low wages over time, except in programs that were specifically focused on 
helping recipients find higher-quality jobs to begin with.20  
 
At the federal and state levels, designers of welfare reform programs generally acknowledged 
that welfare-to-work clients would be entering a low-wage labor market.  Various program 

                                                 
16 Ibid., p. 13. 
17 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline., op. cit., p. 9. 
18 Minnesota Department of Human Services, MFIP Management Indicators Report, April through June 2004, 
available at http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/dhs_id_004113.hcsp. 
19 Bernhardt et al., Divergent Paths, op. cit., p. 155. 
20 Ellen Shelton, Maximizing Workforce Participation for People with Barriers (St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, 
April 2004), p.12.  Available at http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/Workforcepaper04-04.pdf  
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components such as health care and child care subsidies and Earned Income Tax Credits were 
expanded to help make it possible for people to support themselves and their families in such 
jobs.   
 
In Minnesota, the MFIP program is based on the explicit promise that “IN MFIP, WORK 
ALWAYS PAYS!”21  This point is repeatedly emphasized in orientations for participants.  The 
main means for ensuring that work pays better than welfare is the “earned income disregard,” 
which allows working welfare recipients to keep some of their earnings out of the equation that 
calculates how much they should receive in cash welfare benefits.  As a family earns more, its 
cash grant goes down, but because some earnings are disregarded, the decrease in the cash grant 
is smaller than the increase in earnings.  As a result, their total income – from earnings and the 
welfare grant combined – rises as their earnings rise.    As noted earlier, under the pilot MFIP, 
families’ eligibility for cash benefits phased out when their incomes reached 140 percent of the 
federal poverty guideline, or $21,938 for a family of three in 2004.  Under the current statewide 
program, eligibility for MFIP cash benefits phases out at 115 percent of the federal poverty 
guideline, or $18,020 for the same family. 
 
Nonetheless, a recurrent finding in Minnesota studies is that the transition from welfare poor to 
working poor often makes little difference in a family’s financial stability.  Working families, 
regardless of whether they still receive limited cash assistance from MFIP, often continue to 
struggle with incomes that remain at or near poverty.  The studies also consistently show other, 
related problems for families that have “succeeded” on MFIP’s work and exit measures, 
especially gaps in health care coverage, unstable housing, unreliable transportation and difficulty 
finding and paying for child care. 
 

• Even Though Working, Many Families Struggle to Make Ends Meet 
Findings from a range of studies in Minnesota show that welfare exit is not always synonymous 
with achieving economic well-being, even when the parent exits because she is earning enough 
to stop receiving the cash grant.  Many welfare recipients report that their main problem in 
leaving welfare is not in finding work, but in finding work that offers enough hours and pays to 
meet their living costs and provide additional disposable income.22  A statewide study of 
outcomes for welfare recipients who had been off welfare for at least 15 months found that 16 
percent of participants had been homeless in the past year, 24 percent did not have health care 
coverage for themselves, 17 percent did not have health care coverage for their children, and 23 
percent did not have enough money to pay all or most of their bills.23 
 

                                                 
21 Minnesota Department of Human Services, Combined Manual, 2002, section 6.1.60.  [Emphasis in original.] 
22 Greg Owen et al., How Welfare-to-work is Working (Summary) (St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, March 2000), 
p.8; Leslie Crichton and Vania Meyer, Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: Two Years After 
Baseline (St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, December 2003), p.18. 
23 Owen et al., Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform., op. cit., pp. 72-74. 



 

Research Findings on MFIP 16 December 2004   
 

The Basic Needs Budget 
Because the federal poverty 
guideline is widely thought to 
understate the true cost of basic 
needs, several groups have tried 
to gauge how much money 
families of various sizes need to 
pay for basic necessities.  In 
Minnesota, research by the 
nonpartisan House Research 
Department and by the JOBS 
NOW Coalition, has come to a 
common conclusion:  In general, 
families need a monthly income 
of about twice what is defined as 
“poverty” in order to make ends 
meet at a very basic level (no 
meals out, no savings).   
 
This translates (in 2004 dollars) 
to about $31,340 annually for a 
family of three in the Twin 
Cities metro area, compared to a 
“poverty line” at $15,670.  In 
2004, an MFIP family of three 
lost their cash grant when their 
earnings reached $18,020.   
 
See: Basic Needs Budgets for Custodial 
and Noncustodial Parents. Updated 
October. 1999, Minnesota House 
Research Department and The Cost of 
Living in Minnesota. Jobs Now 
Coalition, 2003 

In the Wilder Research study of welfare-to-work partnerships, 
participants in the group that left welfare earliest and stayed 
off it realized a 54-cent increase in hourly wages during the 
15 months between interviews, and were earning only $9.69 
(in year 2000 dollars) after at least 15 months off welfare. 
While 42 percent of this group expressed more confidence in 
their ability to hold a job at the time of the later interview, 55 
percent felt no more secure in their jobs.24 Fewer than half 
were earning enough to meet a Basic Needs Budget, a 
standard of roughly twice the federal poverty guideline that 
many researchers believe is a more realistic reflection of the 
cost of food, transportation, unsubsidized housing and other 
basic needs (see sidebar). 
 
 
Meanwhile, a report by Minnesota’s Legislative Auditor 
concluded that families that leave MFIP for work may not be 
better off financially because families that remain on MFIP 
generally receive more generous health care and child-care 
benefits.25 In the Wilder study, recipients who left welfare for 
jobs were eventually earning higher hourly wages than the 
early leavers after 15 months.  This suggests that using time to 
gain skills or eliminate barriers before going to work can pay 
off.26 
 
A large proportion of welfare participants find work in the 
bottom tier of the labor market.  As a result, their wages tend 
to start and remain low, even after years of accumulated work 
experience. A study of those who remained on welfare for an 
extended period of time found that half of those who were 
working were employed in service jobs, while another 41 
percent held clerical or sales jobs27 in bottom-tier industries 
with limited opportunities to gain new skills and move up.  Part-time workers usually preferred 
to work more hours.  Many reported that their employers only offered part-time work, while 
others said their hours had been cut due to lack of business.28 
 
Similarly, families that rely on state child-care subsidies, especially those who are on MFIP, are 
heavily concentrated in industries like retail and food service that pay lower average wages than 
other industries in the state. As a result, researchers concluded that these families’ “long-term 
economic self-sufficiency may be in doubt.” Again, most of the jobs held by these parents are 
                                                 
24 Ibid., p.65. 
25 John Patterson et al., Economic Status of Welfare Recipients (St. Paul: Office of the Legislative Auditor, January 
2002), p. xi. 
26 Owen et al., Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform, op. cit., p. 65. 
27 Leslie Crichton and Vania Meyer, Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: Approaching the 
60-Month Time Limit (St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, September 2002), pp 26-27. 
28 Ibid., p.7. 
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less than full-time. Many of these parents work more than one job, and still have incomes low 
enough that they qualify for child-care aid.29   

 
Those families who leave welfare for work continue to depend on a variety of financial and non-
financial supports in order to support their families.  In the third year of the state’s longitudinal 
study, those who had left MFIP still relied on other government programs for 13 percent of their 
total resources, including publicly-funded health programs (7.7 percent of family resources), 
housing subsidies (3.4 percent of family resources, averaged across all leaver families), and food 
support (1.7 percent of total family resources).30   
 

• Families See the Benefit of Working, Despite Low Wages  
As mentioned above, many families that leave MFIP for work may not be better off financially 
than families who remain on MFIP.  Nonetheless, studies have found that many families perceive 
that their quality of life does improve as their wages rise, even if their costs rise just as much.31   
 
A large focus group study suggests that this perception is based on several factors:  nearly all 
welfare recipients report that they prefer to work if they are able to, and that they value it not 
only for additional income but also for the improved self-esteem they feel, the better role model 
they afford for their children, the contributions they feel they make to their community, and their 
independence from the demands of the welfare program.32  The Legislative Auditor points out 
that cash income from employment is more flexible than other kinds of benefits and thus allows 
a family with the same overall disposable income to have a greater sense of autonomy.33 
 
This improvement in quality of life, despite continued financial stresses, is based on receipt of a 
variety of work supports that enable families to make ends meet when their income from wages 
are not enough.34  Key to helping low-wage working parents support their children and work 
their way out of poverty are programs that help them meet their needs for wage growth and 
affordable health care, child care, transportation, and housing.  The Legislative Auditor’s report 
found, however, that there were significant disparities in the receipt of these supports, with 
American Indian families least likely to receive the help for which they were eligible.35 
 

• Many Workers Lack Health Care 
In theory, health care coverage should not be a concern for most low-income parents who leave 
MFIP for employment.  When federal officials overhauled the nation’s welfare system in 1996, 
they enabled those leaving welfare to retain Medicaid coverage for various lengths of time, 
depending on their circumstance.  
 

                                                 
29 Marcie Jefferys and Elizabeth E. Davis, Working in Minnesota: Parents’ Employment and Earnings in the Child 
Care Assistance Program (St. Paul: Minnesota Child Care Policy Research Partnership, July 2004), p.2. 
30 Patterson et al., Economic Status of Welfare Recipients., op. cit., p.38.  
31 Hollister et al., The Well-Being of Parents and Children, op. cit., pp. 63-64; Patterson et al., Economic Status of 
Welfare Recipients, op. cit., pp. 45-47; Crichton and Meyer. Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal 
Study: Two Years After Baseline, op. cit.; Shelton, et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit.. 
32 Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit. 
33 Patterson et al., The Economic Status of Welfare Recipients, op. cit., pp. 32, 45-47. 
34 Ibid.; Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit.; Jefferys and Davis, Working in Minnesota, op. cit. 
35 Patterson et al, Economic Status of Welfare Recipients., op. cit., p.55.  
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In addition, Minnesota offers MinnesotaCare, a state-subsidized health insurance program in 
which monthly premiums are based on family income.  According to the Minnesota Department 
of Human Services, 83 percent of uninsured welfare leavers would qualify for coverage through 
Medicaid or MinnesotaCare.36   
 
Yet 30 percent of long-term MFIP recipients were uninsured when they left the state’s public 
assistance program.37 Their children were uninsured at about half the rate of their parents.  A 
year and a half later, the situation had not improved. Some 30 percent of families that had left 
MFIP for work still reported that some or all family members were uninsured.  Recipients who 
were working but still on MFIP had five to 10 percent of family members without coverage.38   
 
Another Minnesota study shows that gaps in health insurance are greatest among MFIP 
recipients who work the most.  According to a study of Hennepin County MFIP clients, the more 
the adults worked, the more likely they were to go without health insurance.39  The study found 
that many of these working and uninsured families were White.  MFIP clients who worked 36 or 
more of 42 months studied averaged 7.6 months without health insurance.  Extensive workers 
were more likely to have more changes in insurance type, and the more they changed insurance, 
the more likely they were to have periods without insurance.  Moderate workers – who worked 
between 6 and 35 months – averaged 2.8 months without insurance.  Minimal workers had no 
months without insurance.40  Parents who left MFIP and were working were nearly twice as 
likely as low-income adults statewide to be uninsured. 41  “These numbers suggest that working 
is not necessarily a passport to health care,” researchers said. 42 
 
Lack of health insurance concerns policymakers because it can threaten the health of low-income 
families, deter them from using preventive services and be a barrier to self-sufficiency.  In the 
state’s longitudinal study, uninsured welfare leavers reported fewer medical visits – primarily 
because of lack of coverage -- than leavers with insurance. 43  
 
The state’s longitudinal study suggests reasons for the gaps in health insurance.  Some parents of 
uninsured children who appeared eligible for Medicaid said they did not understand the 
eligibility criteria, had trouble with the application process or did not follow through with the 
application.  Although the state has increased efforts to keep families enrolled in public health 
insurance when their cash welfare benefits end, the gap is still significant. 44 
 

                                                 
36 Meg Brown, Scott Chazdon and Leslie Crichton, Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: 
Special Report on Health Care Access Among Welfare Leavers 18 Months After Baseline (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Department of Human Services, January 2002), p. iii. 
37 Ibid., p. ii. 
38 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 33. 
39 Jessica Toft et al., Factors that Influence Health Care Coverage for Low-Income Populations under Welfare 
Reform (draft) (St. Paul: University of Minnesota School of Social Work, 2004). 
40  Ibid., p. 12. 
41  Ibid., p. 6. 
42  Ibid., p. 12. 
43 Brown et al, Report on Health Care Access, op. cit., p. iv. 
44 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. iii. 
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In addition, more than a third of uninsured welfare leavers said they did not remember being told 
that they might be eligible for Medicaid when they left MFIP.  An even higher percentage did 
not recall being told they might qualify for MinnesotaCare.45 
 
Some 58 percent of adults who left MFIP for work were offered employer insurance, but only 39 
percent of this group enrolled.  They cited the high cost of premiums as the main reason for 
declining the employer’s insurance.46 
 

• Access to Child Care Remains an Issue 
MFIP participants frequently cite lack of affordable child care as a barrier to working, leaving 
MFIP, or both.47 As with medical insurance, those who remain on welfare are more assured of 
meeting their needs than those who have left.  One source of difficulty is the shortage of reliable 
care during non-standard work hours, which are often the only hours available to people with 
limited skills and work experience. A shortage in morning and evening hours is also a 
widespread concern.48 
 
Among MFIP families that exhausted their MFIP benefits and no longer received cash aid, 60 
percent of those who were working had non-traditional evening or weekend work hours and 
relied on relatives to provide care at no cost.49   
 
Another problem is a shortage of care for sick children.  This shortage is especially problematic 
because many welfare recipients have children with chronic health problems.  One in four 
welfare recipients report having children with special needs; asthma and attention deficit disorder 
are the most common conditions reported.50  Meanwhile, community-based organizations that 
were part of the McKnight partnerships reported that employers were less willing to hire MFIP 
participants because they believed their children were sick more often. 51 
 
Organizations in the McKnight partnerships also found that loans to child-care providers and co-
locating Head Start programs and child care centers were successful ways to improve the supply 
and convenience of child-care slots.  But the shortage of night and weekend care continued. 52 
 
Another shortage is of culturally-appropriate care for immigrant families and American-born 
families from minority racial and ethnic groups.  For parents from these groups, it is important 
that their children receive care from people who understand and support their families’ heritage 
                                                 
45 Brown et al., Report on Health Care Access , op. cit., pp. 15-18. 
46 Ibid., pp. 20-21. 
47 Owen et al., Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform, op. cit., pp. 53, 62-63; Owen et al, How Welfare-to-work is 
Working, op. cit.; Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 18; Ellen 
Shelton et al., Children’s Home Society of Minnesota Client Focus Group Project – Parents’ Views on Child Care 
and Child Care Assistance in the First Year of Statewide Welfare Reform, (St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, March 
1999), pp. iii-iv. 
48 Hollister et al, The Well-Being of Parents and Children, op. cit., pp. 52-53. 
49 Leslie Crichton, The Welfare Time Limit in Minnesota: A survey of families who lost MFIP eligibility as a result 
of the five-year time limit (St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, July 2003, p. 23. 
50 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 28 
51 Ellen Shelton et al., Whose Job Is It? Employers’ Views on Welfare Reform (St. Paul, Wilder Research Center, 
2000). 
52 Owen et al, Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform, op. cit., p. 33. 
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and values.  American Indian and African American parents, who are disproportionately likely to 
have their children removed by child protection, also express significant concern about the 
necessity of ensuring that child care arrangements are safe and trustworthy.53 
 

• Reliable Transportation Needed to Connect Workers with Jobs  
Transportation appears to be a significant problem for all categories of MFIP families, including 
current and former recipients.54  Research shows that lack of access to cars, particularly reliable 
ones, makes it hard for MFIP recipients to find and retain jobs, especially in rural areas.  Even in 
urban areas where public transit is more available, reliance on bus travel severely limits where 
MFIP clients can look for work.  Higher-paying jobs in suburban locations are out of reach.55 
Statistically, individuals who relied on a bus as their primary or only mode of transportation were 
more likely to exhaust 60 months of MFIP benefits.   Those who used a car as their primary or 
only mode of transportation were most likely to exit MFIP quickly and use the fewest number of 
MFIP months.56 
 
A Hennepin County study found significant racial disparities in transportation resources among 
MFIP recipients. More than half of white recipients drove their own cars to work, compared to 
38 percent of African Americans, 32 percent of Native Americans and 21 percent of recent 
immigrants.57 
 
Although access to a reliable car has been found to be a strong predictor for successful exit from 
welfare, the Minnesota studies found few examples of successful ways to help recipients gain 
such access. Evaluators concluded that projects that helped individuals buy and maintain cars 
were among the most successful ventures.  In contrast, efforts to arrange group transportation 
were largely unsuccessful because they were too expensive or insufficiently flexible to meet the 
range of transportation needs.   
 
Although car purchase and repair programs were found promising, operators found it difficult to 
arrange stable funding and to ensure that cars were in good shape but inexpensive enough for 
low-income workers to afford.  As state evaluators reported on one vehicle program, “Running a 
successful program is no guarantee of ongoing funding.  This is a source of great frustration to 
all the partners.”58 
 

• High Rents and Low Wages Create Housing Instability 

                                                 
53 Ellen Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit. p. 83. 
54 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline., op. cit., pp. 17-18; Shelton et al., The 
Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit., p. 86; Stacey Hueftle Stockdill et al., 2004 Comparison Study – An Evaluation 
that Compares Outcomes for Multi-Site Transitional Jobs Program with Random Samples of Participants in the 
Minnesota Family Investment Program (Golden Valley: EnSearch, Inc. for Lifetrack Resources, September 2004), 
pp. 42-43. 
55 Hollister et al., The Well-being of Parents and Children, op. cit., p. 13. 
56 Stockdill et al., 2004 Comparison Study, op. cit., pp. 42-43. 
57 Hollister et al, The Well-being of Parents and Children, op. cit. 
58 Vivian, Nancy, Lessons Learned from Five Car Programs Operated in Minnesota (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Department of Human Services, Evaluation Notes Issue 11, March 2004), p. 5.  Available at 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/dhs_id_004113.hcsp 
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A range of studies have found high levels of insecure housing among MFIP participants, 
including those who have found work and left welfare, and those who exhausted their time limits 
and lost eligibility for cash assistance.59  In a study of transitional jobs for hard-to-employ MFIP 
recipients, researchers found that stable housing was one of the best predictors of clients’ ability 
to get to work 90 percent of the time.60 
 
Housing is considered affordable when it costs no more than 30 percent of a family’s income.  
Forty percent of MFIP recipients and 43 percent of those who had left welfare were found to be 
paying more than this amount.61  Housing was an even bigger problem for families with 
significant barriers to employment.  Of families enrolled in Advancement Plus, a transitional 
jobs program in Ramsey County, nearly a third moved every six months.62  Dakota County 
Transitional Assistance for Families program found that housing along with transportation, were 
the needs that took the largest amounts of emergency money.   
 
A study conducted in 2002 found that the Family Wage Level (the income that a family would 
have from earnings plus welfare, not counting the earnings that were disregarded) increased by 
eight percent between 1998 and 2002, while average rents in the Twin Cities metropolitan area 
increased by 34 percent during that time.  For a working parent with one child in 1998, the 
Family Wage Level was $26 more than the average rent for a two-bedroom apartment; by 2002, 
it was $146 less than the average rent.63   
 
The MDRC study of Minnesota’s MFIP pilot program (mentioned earlier) found that housing 
assistance was a significant contributor to better employment and income outcomes for welfare 
participants.64  These findings have since been replicated by studies elsewhere in the U.S. 
showing that welfare outcomes are better (increased employment and earnings) for families 
living in public or subsidized housing, even for families with greater number or severity of 
employment barriers compared to families not receiving housing assistance. There is some 
evidence that Housing Choice (formerly Section 8) vouchers are the most promising kind of 
housing assistance.65 
 
As mentioned earlier, studies show significant racial discrimination in private housing markets in 
Minnesota, affecting American Indians, African Americans, and Asians.66  By reducing housing 
options, this discrimination increases housing costs directly and indirectly.  It also decreases 
                                                 
59 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., pp. 28-31; Stacey Hueftle 
Stockdill et al., Frogtown Family Connections – A preliminary evaluation report (Golden Valley, EnSearch, Inc., 
August 2001); Crichton, The Welfare Time Limit in Minnesota, op. cit.; Hollister et al., The Well-being of Parents 
and Children, op. cit. 
60 Stacey Hueftle Stockdill et al., Lifetrack Resources Advancement Plus Program Evaluation Report Final (Golden 
Valley, EnSearch, Inc. for Lifetrack Resources), p. 14. 
61 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 29. 
62 Stockdill et al, 2004 Comparison Study, op. cit., p. 46. 
63 Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit., p. 118. 
64 Knox et al., Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work, op. cit. 
65 Nandita Verma, James Riccio, & Gilda Azurdia. Housing Assistance and the Effects of Welfare Reform: Evidence 
from Connecticut and Minnesota (New York: MDRC, 2003); National Center for Children in Poverty, “Housing 
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66 Shelton et al., The Issues Behind the Outcomes, op. cit., p. 22. 
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safety, decreases job, educational, and low-cost shopping opportunities, and increases 
transportation and insurance costs and the likelihood of frequent moves.  
 

• Labor Market Realities Affect MFIP Employment Outcomes 
Studies have shown that MFIP policies cannot increase employment rates if there aren’t jobs 
available for welfare recipients and employers willing to hire them.  Thus, as economic activity 
rises and falls, job placement and retention rates change too, even as welfare work requirements 
remain stringent.  As the number of unemployed people in Minnesota fell by nearly a third 
between 1996 and 1998, welfare caseloads also declined and continued to fall until 2001. 
Minnesota’s unemployment rate began to rise in 1999, though, and between 2001 and 2003, the 
weaker economy and rising unemployment rate contributed to a 10 percent rise in MFIP cases. 
 
Economic conditions also affect employers’ willingness to hire workers with limited experience 
and additional barriers. When 131 employers involved in welfare-to-work partnerships in 1999 
and 2000 were surveyed, one-quarter of them – a self-selected group that had been most prepared 
to work with counties and non-profits to increase work opportunities for welfare recipients – said 
they would not have been involved if the economy had been less strong.67   
 
In addition to influences from economic conditions, Minnesota researchers’ review of national 
studies shows that racial bias also affects employers’ hiring decisions.  Experimental studies 
using matched resumes found that job applicants with African American-sounding names were 
far less likely than those with White-sounding names and equal credentials to be invited to 
interview for entry-level jobs, and that those with African American-sounding names received 
less benefit (in terms of increased chances of interviews) from additional experience and 
credentials than did applicants with White-sounding names.68 
 
When MFIP recipients were invited to describe their experiences, some described frustration at 
being required to spend 30 hours a week on job search activities in a small rural town with few 
job openings and many other welfare recipients also looking for work.69  Job counselors reported 
in focus groups that such unrealistic requirements undermine the credibility of the program.70 
 
Many studies identify low skills as a serious barrier for many welfare recipients.71  When entry-
level jobs do not provide the kind of experience or skill development to qualify workers for 
advancement, classes or training programs become important means to acquire skills for better 
jobs. However, MFIP provides limited opportunities for training,72 with fewer than 10 percent of 
MFIP adults enrolled in basic education, English as a Second Language classes or training 
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programs of up to 24 months’ duration. Studies have found that there are limited opportunities 
for low-wage workers to access or afford such training on their own.73   
 
Some hopeful signs are found in data from the third year of the state’s longitudinal study.  
Among adults who had worked for all of the previous 12 months, 28 percent reported that their 
employer had sent them to special classes or training not at the workplace, and sizable majorities 
reported receiving increases in job responsibilities and wages. Nonetheless, only half thought 
their chances of moving up were good. In addition, few employers provided training on reading, 
writing, or math skills.  And while wages increased, benefits were less likely to improve with 
time and experience.74 
 
 
VII.   Finding 3:  MFIP has been least successful in helping parents who have significant 
health impairments, learning disabilities or low IQ, or children with significant health 
impairments to find jobs and leave MFIP. 
 
As families with fewer barriers and brighter prospects leave welfare, the adults who continue to 
rely on MFIP cash assistance tend to have a diverse and daunting array of barriers to finding or 
keeping a job.  In the state’s longitudinal study, 19 percent of recipients were unemployed during 
the entire third year, one indicator of the size of the population with multiple, persistent barriers 
to self-sufficiency.75  
 
State analysts have stressed that the work emphasis of welfare 
reform makes it imperative to identify and treat serious work 
barriers as soon as possible. But many systems that serve the hard-
to-employ – developmental disability, rehabilitation, mental health 
and child welfare systems– lack the capacity to address barriers 
discovered in intensive assessments of clients.  “Acknowledgment 
of this reality seems necessary in budgeting discussions at both the 
national and state level,” state analysts have noted.76  
 
A range of studies show that MFIP recipients with multiple, serious 
work barriers are less likely to find jobs, more likely to lose cash 
assistance because of program noncompliance, and more likely to 
exhaust their 60 months of eligibility for federal cash assistance 
than families with few barriers.77  These families are likely to be 
living in deep poverty: As mentioned above, state researchers found that participants who are on 
MFIP and not working after three years were living on average at 68 percent of the federal 
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poverty guideline.  The studies make clear that it is this group, whose employment status has not 
changed significantly despite MFIP’s incentives and penalties, that has the greatest need and 
poses the greatest challenges for the state’s welfare-to-work system and the policymakers who 
design and monitor it. 
 
Serious work barriers are often not readily apparent. Many parents are not aware that they or 
their children have mental or physical health impairments. Employment services providers report 
that undiagnosed mental illness is one of the most significant problems experienced by MFIP 
participants who struggle to find and keep jobs.78    
 
A number of reports suggest that the families being sanctioned and losing benefits are among the 
most vulnerable.  Reports identify a need for more in-depth assessments that might identify 
significant barriers, arrange for necessary services, or help qualify families for federal SSI 
benefits or MFIP extensions.79  
 
In addition, an independent evaluation of one MFIP employment program80 that provided 
transitional jobs and more diagnostic resources than usual found that many parents who lacked 
job skills and work experience also had significant physical and mental health conditions that 
affected their ability to work.  Nearly 68 percent of the program’s participants had a documented 
physical or mental impairment that interfered with their efforts to find or retain jobs; however, 
none had been exempted from MFIP work requirements.  Of the 189 parents referred to the 
program,   
 

• 34 percent were assessed as having a mental illness,  
• 22 percent had a learning disability,  
• 23 percent had a physical disability,  
• 11 percent had physical limitations, and 
• 18 percent were caring for a disabled family member and another six percent were 

caring for an ill or incapacitated family member (in both cases, primarily a child in the 
home).81 

 
Poor outcomes are especially likely for families that experience multiple barriers to employment.  
One study found that those who were most likely to exhaust their 60 months of eligibility for 
federal cash assistance tended to “have unstable housing, have more personal barriers, have 
preschool-age child care issues, have an IQ less than 90, have been sanctioned, be caring for a 
family member who was ill/incapacitated, be caring for a disabled family member, have a 
learning disability, have larger families, and be from Minnesota, having spent, on average, only a 
few months outside the state.”82 
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• Families with the Most Barriers Also Tend to Be Sanctioned For “Noncompliance” 
A sanction is a cash penalty for not following MFIP rules, and specifically for not cooperating 
with employment services or child support enforcement.  Some policymakers see sanctions as an 
important tool for ensuring that MFIP participants cooperate with welfare-to-work plans and take 
seriously the expectation that cash assistance will be temporary and adults will find work and 
leave MFIP.    
 
Results from pilot projects in Anoka and Dakota counties indicate that increased sanctions, 
coupled with sanction prevention and sanction resolution strategies, can be effective in securing 
program compliance.  However, many studies indicate that vulnerable families, such as those in 
crisis, those experiencing domestic abuse, or those with serious health conditions, are more likely 
to be sanctioned for not complying with MFIP work requirements. For example,  
 

• One survey of 21 Hennepin County MFIP families that were sanctioned for at least 
four months found that more than half the parents were on medication for chronic 
diseases like diabetes and heart disease.  Social isolation, domestic abuse, depression 
and children with behavioral problems were also common within these families.83 

 
• MFIP clients who were enrolled in a transitional jobs program and who had been 

sanctioned were more likely to be victims of domestic violence, have learning 
disabilities and literacy skills below the 8th grade. They were also more likely to be 
ex-offenders and to have more than seven personal, family and housing barriers.   
“Those sanctioned were the very vulnerable. They had the largest number of barriers 
to employment … Our findings suggest that families who are unable to advocate for 
themselves are being punished for their limited abilities,” researchers wrote.84 

 
• Analysts from the Legal Services Advocacy Project concluded that many clients were 

sanctioned before a trusting relationship could be developed with job counselors and 
major barriers to employment detected. They also found that a significant number of 
sanctions are reversed or resolved on appeal. During a two-year period which ended 
in November 2000, one in five MFIP sanctions cases were appealed and then reversed 
through the appeals and regulations division of the state Department of Human 
Services. 85 

 
• In a Hennepin County project with the Legal Aid Society of Minneapolis, 69 percent 

of sanctions were lifted when Legal Aid staff intervened, usually when clients were 
found exempt from work requirements or had good cause for non-compliance. 86 

 
• Racial Disparities in Sanctions 
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Studies have begun to document that sanctioned adults are disproportionately minorities. African 
Americans had a 38.1 percent sanction rate and Native American 48.7 percent compared to a 
statewide average of 34.2 percent.87 Some researchers have begun to question whether cultural 
and ethnic bias and miscommunication contribute to uneven sanction rates.88 
 
One study based on focus groups of MFIP recipients from different ethnic groups found strong 
support among welfare recipients for MFIP’s work goal, but widespread criticism of the service 
delivery as demeaning and hostile rather than supportive.  For many, their perception of whether 
the job counselor was on their side was key.  Experiences with MFIP that were commonly 
reported included: Excessive paperwork demands, inaccessibility of workers to answer 
questions, and inconsistency about rules and supports. The report includes detailed insights into 
the particular barriers, experiences and attitudes of people from different ethnic groups.  A large 
proportion reported that they lacked basic reading and math skills, familiarity with demands of 
the workplace and other skills usually needed for even entry-level work, but they had received 
little or no help to address these barriers before being required to seek employment.89 
 
Many call for earlier identification of people with greatest likelihood of exhausting benefits and 
better assessment of barriers.  Sanctions are one important indicator.  “The common feature of 
sanction prevention and sanction resolution strategies is individualized focus on the participant’s 
circumstances by someone whose stated mission is to help remove the sanction,” one advocacy 
group found. “The sanction intervention projects summarized in this report strongly emphasize 
early intervention and use of specialized staff with the ability to assess and address participant 
needs.” 90 
 

• Families Who Left MFIP Due to Time Limits Have Numerous Barriers to Employment, 
Including Significant Health Issues that Interfered with Their Ability to Work 

Congress ended welfare as an entitlement when TANF replaced AFDC.  MFIP cases are now 
permanently closed after 60 months of federal cash assistance unless there are serious 
extenuating circumstances that meet strict eligibility, verification, and cooperation requirements.    
Circumstances that qualify as extension reasons include illness or disability, certain conditions 
that make employment unlikely, sufficient hours of employment, and family violence.    
 
By June 2003, more than 1,500 poor families had left MFIP because they reached the 60-month 
time limit and did not receive an extension of MFIP benefits.  A survey of timed-off families 
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showed that half of them had applied for an extension, primarily based on illness, but were 
denied because county staff did not believe they qualified.   
 
Yet when state researchers reviewed administrative case files for the families that timed off 
MFIP, they found that 61 percent of all parents had been in mental health treatment or had been 
prescribed medication for mental-health issues within the previous three years. 91  
 
When researchers contacted these families after they lost MFIP benefits, they found that nearly 
half were leading unstable, even chaotic lives.  Income in these families was on average 37 
percent of the federal poverty level – with most of their income coming from food stamps. More 
than half of the families were living in public or subsidized housing. Families’ food supplies 
were insecure, they lacked reliable transportation and they had unmet medical needs. A quarter 
had not paid their utility bills. Two parents gave up custody of children so that the children could 
continue to qualify for assistance.92 
 
The survey also found signs of serious barriers.  Using a questionnaire (or “screen”) for detecting 
depression, researchers found that 44 percent of parents surveyed scored high enough to need 
more in-depth, medical assessment.  In addition, 36 percent had been diagnosed previously with 
depression and nine percent were currently being treated for depression.  Finally, approximately 
25 percent of those surveyed also reported having a physical disability and 30 percent had been 
in jail or prison as an adult.93   A high share of parents had grown up on welfare as children. One 
in five had been in special education classes in school. 94  
 
One apparent problem is that serious barriers often were not recognized until just before MFIP 
families exhausted their benefits. “According to county staff, many serious problems were first 
identified during meetings about post-time limit options held with participants just before their 
welfare time ran out. Often participants had been reluctant to disclose this information sooner,” 
the state analyst reported.95  
 

• Most Families Who Extended Beyond the MFIP Time Limit Have Serious Health 
Conditions  

As of October 2004 there were 4,118 cases that had reached the 60-month time limit and 
received an extension of MFIP cash assistance.   Of these “extended” cases, 70% qualified due to 
a serious health condition of the adult or another household member.  The top three reasons for 
health-related extensions were for an illness or incapacity lasting 30 days or longer (20% of all 
extensions), a participant with an IQ of less than 80 (17%), and caring for a child or other family 
member with serious medical needs (14%).96  
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• Racial Disparities in the MFIP Time Limits 

As mentioned above, MFIP cases are now permanently closed after 60 months of cash assistance 
unless serious extenuating circumstances that meet strict eligibility, verification, and cooperation 
requirements exist.   Circumstances that qualify as extension reasons include illness or disability, 
certain conditions that make employment unlikely, sufficient hours of employment, and family 
violence.  The state’s 2003 report on families that had timed-off indicates that people of color, 
especially African Americans and American Indians, are more likely to exhaust MFIP benefits 
due to time limits than are whites.97  Of MFIP families that timed-off of cash assistance in July 
2002, 43 percent were African American, although this group made up only 24 percent of the 
overall MFIP caseload.   
 

• Research Provides Insights on Strategies For Working with Families Who Have Multiple 
Barriers 

Policymakers have recognized that identifying potential barriers sooner could help MFIP 
participants get the appropriate help they need and increase their chances of getting jobs and 
stabilizing their lives.  In 2000, the Minnesota Legislature authorized use of $52 million from the 
state’s unspent federal TANF money to fund Local Intervention Grants for Self-Sufficiency 
(LIGSS) over a three-year period.  LIGSS’s goal was to reduce the number of hard-to-employ 
families who exhausted their 60 months of MFIP benefits.98   
 
Rather than start new programs, most counties used LIGSS dollars to enhance or intensify 
ongoing services they believed were most effective.  Counties and employment services 
providers were also able to reduce caseload sizes so that staff had more time to work with each 
family.  State analysts found that the greatest innovations came from grants to agencies that had 
good working relationships with affected populations and tailored programs to meet their needs.  
 
Overall, counties, tribes and employment service providers were surprised at how many personal 
and family problems their participants faced, as well as the range of specialized services needed 
to assist these families in finding or keeping jobs.  Mental health services, chemical dependency 
treatment and in-depth assessments often had to precede employment related services.  Several 
counties worried that the relevant services – developmental disability, rehabilitation, mental 
health and child welfare – lacked the capacity to handle barriers discovered in intensive 
assessments of clients.  Another challenge was clients’ resistance to in-depth assessment, 
particularly if they believed the assessment might reveal mental health or chemical dependency 
issues that could result in children being removed from their care, prosecution, or other negative 
consequences.99 
 
Meanwhile, the results from the LIGSS grantees that served minority communities challenged 
MFIP’s expectation that adults who have struggled to find employment could be required to 
rapidly move into jobs.  These service providers found that “it often takes at least a year of 
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intensive work to move some participants out of crisis and even longer to build their capacity to 
get beyond a lifestyle of repeated crisis.”100  
 
With Minnesota’s TANF reserve now spent and LIGSS grants ended, there are concerns whether 
counties will provide the intense, ongoing services many hard-to-employ MFIP families need.  
“Dedicated funding for hard-to-employ MFIP families has been eliminated, undercutting the 
ability of counties to continue to build capacity to address serious health impairments,” one 
advocacy group noted.  “The use of screening tools for mental and chemical health issues and 
learning disabilities is now mandated, but no additional money has been set aside to assist 
counties with the increased costs of professional staff [e.g. social workers, mental health 
counselors, and occupational therapists to administer the assessments and address whatever 
issues might arise from the intensive work with families].”101 
 
Despite considerable effort by counties and community agencies, there is little hard data about 
what was most successful among LIGSS practices.  Only one program randomly assigned 
participants to a LIGSS or control group.  For the rest, state analysts found it impossible to 
identify for certain the impact LIGSS projects had on hard-to-employ MFIP clients.  In addition, 
because grants were flexible enough to tailor service to particular populations, it would be 
difficult to duplicate successes and hold providers accountable for results, they said.  Moreover, 
the Legislature did not provide the Minnesota Department of Human Services with additional 
staff, as requested, to work with grantees on setting goals, measuring results and implementing a 
rigorous evaluation.102 
 
In addition to the LIGSS funds, some counties and employment services providers secured 
funding from other sources, often foundations, to provide services for families with multiple 
barriers to employment.  Some projects also received funding to evaluate the strategies used and 
the characteristics of participants.  All these projects provide valuable lessons about the 
challenges facing MFIP participants with multiple barriers to employment.   
 

1.  IN-DEPTH ASSESSMENTS AND HOME VISITS  
Many LIGSS projects hired specialists for home visits and in-depth assessments, and 
reduced caseloads for employment counselors who worked with the most challenged 
clients. They found that home visits often uncovered participant issues that did not 
surface during office meetings.  Some families saw these visits as interfering, and many 
resisted getting involved with social service and public health services. Families were 
more cooperative if they believed this might help them win an extension on benefits.103  

 
2.  SANCTIONS AND INTENSIVE OUTREACH 
Serious barriers are often not readily apparent. Several reports suggest that the families 
being sanctioned and losing benefits are among the most vulnerable.  Reports identify a 
need for more in-depth assessments that would be able to identify significant barriers that 
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would reduce the number of families who are actually sanctioned for program 
noncompliance.104 

 
A few examples illustrate the intensity and effectiveness of such outreach.  In 2001, 
Frogtown Family Connections used home visits to work with 80 low-income MFIP 
families with young children who lived in St. Paul’s Frogtown neighborhood and were 
being sanctioned or at risk of being sanctioned.105   Home visitors found families with 
considerable need: 78 percent needed food, one-third were suffering from domestic 
violence.  It required great persistence to reach these families and time to build trust. 
Home visitors started by listening to parents and helping with immediate needs. Of 79 
families referred to the program, 27 became active cases.  “We have found it works best 
by modeling the behavior and working on a one-to-one basis with families. And that you 
start by meeting the parents’ needs,” the staff reported.106  The effort paid off.  All 
families’ sanctions were resolved; 11 of the 27 individuals got jobs.  

 
Meanwhile, for a different mix of participants, Anoka County developed a pilot program 
of aggressive sanctions and outreach because county staff were concerned that some 
applicants failed to attend the required Employment Services Overview and other 
families accepted prolonged sanctions. The county won legislative approval for a pilot 
program in 2001 to encourage rapid entry into the labor force and reduce the county’s 
sanction rate.  The county concluded that most parts of the pilot had been effective at 
engaging families with employment related activities.  Important to the pilot’s success 
was a Compliance Advocate, who worked with sanctioned families, and on-site social 
service staff, which arranged home visits, trained staff and accompanied the county 
employment counselor and financial worker on cases that seemed to need social service 
intervention.  Social service staff was involved in most cases that faced being cut off 
from benefits for non-compliance. As the county’s report notes: “This is time intensive 
work and takes considerable resources to be successful.”107   
 
3.   MENTORS AND UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYERS 
The McKnight Foundation’s Families Forward initiative, an effort to help low-income 
working parents gain training and education so as to raise their incomes, has found that 
one-on-one relationships with a staff person or mentor are important to maintaining 
workers’ motivation and enthusiasm. Many participants need significant help to reach 
goals and need short-term goals that can be reached in initial burst of enthusiasm.  
Employers also needed to be involved, researchers found. They tended to be more 
sympathetic after being briefed on needs and characteristics of employees, receiving 
business-to-business advice and ongoing supports from outside agencies.  They also 
needed to see the importance of supervisors acquiring skills for dealing with people of 
different racial and cultural backgrounds.108   
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4.   TRANSITIONAL JOBS 
With a grant from the Joyce Foundation, Lifetrack Resources, a St. Paul non-profit, tested 
paid, transitional jobs as a strategy for helping hard-to-employ MFIP adults eventually 
find unsubsidized employment.  In Advancement Plus, the pilot program, MFIP adults 
were employed for up to six months in closely supervised, subsidized jobs.  
 
As initially implemented in 1999, the program served MFIP adults who had failed to find 
work during an 8-week job search.  Later, the service was limited to people who had 
exhausted 52 of 60 available months of MFIP benefits.  To test the effectiveness of this 
approach, researchers studied how both sets of Advancement Plus workers fared against 
comparable groups of MFIP clients.  The Advancement Plus workers, particularly the 
group with few months of MFIP benefits left, faced more barriers to work than the 
general MFIP group.  Overall, the Advancement Plus workers averaged 12 personal, 
family and housing barriers.  Those who had used up 52 months of the available 60 
months averaged 14.5 barriers.109   A comparison group of general MFIP clients averaged 
fewer than 10 barriers. 
 
The Advancement Plus workers who had used up 52 months were particularly 
challenged. Nearly three in four had a learning disability, while more than half suffered 
some type of mental illness.  More than three-quarters scored below 80 on an IQ test and 
a third suffered from chemical dependency. Nearly half were ex-offenders and an equal 
proportion had been homeless during their time on welfare.  Fully 42 percent had 
suffered domestic violence. 
 
Nonetheless, a 2004 follow-up report showed 45 percent of Advancement Plus trainees 
working in unsubsidized jobs, the same rate as in the MFIP comparison sample. By 
spending up to six months in supportive work environments, many trainees were able to 
develop habits, confidence and skills that enabled them to find unsubsidized jobs.110  
Researchers concluded, “Placement in unsubsidized employment, when examined along 
with the prevailing unemployment rate, indicates that transitional jobs such as 
Advancement Plus are effective even in difficult economic times.”111 
 
Key to the success, researchers found, were (i) the closely supervised setting for the 
subsidized jobs, which offered exceptional support to workers and (ii) an assortment of 
specialists who identified barriers and helped trainees overcome them. Specialists 
included trainers, occupational therapists, speech-language pathologists, advancement 
specialists and work site supervisors.112  Use of occupational therapists and speech 
pathologists enabled program staff to uncover serious but hidden barriers, including 
traumatic brain injuries.  Despite the program’s overall success, researchers suggested 
that some trainees’ disabilities were so large that they were unlikely to succeed at 
unsubsidized employment. 

                                                 
109 Stockdill et al., 2004 Comparison Study, op. cit., p. 15. 
110 Ibid., p. 21. 
111 Ibid., p. 22. 
112 Ibid., p. 1. 
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VIII.   Conclusion 
In summary, this review of more than 50 studies demonstrates that over the past seven years, 
Minnesota has made substantial progress toward the goals set by state policymakers: Moving 
low-income families from welfare to work, reducing poverty through increased earnings and 
work supports, and preventing long-term dependence on welfare as a primary source of family 
support. 
 
But the studies also show that much difficult work remains.  Moving adults with limited skills 
and multiple barriers into immediate and sustained employment is perhaps the biggest challenge 
facing Minnesota’s welfare-to-work efforts.  Research suggests a need for additional time and 
targeted resources, as was provided through LIGSS grants.113  However, findings from projects 
targeted at the hard-to-employ suggest that some MFIP recipients’ disabilities are so severe that 
these adults are unlikely to succeed at unsubsidized employment and might be better served 
through SSI, rehabilitation services or sheltered workshops, or through reasonable 
accommodations called for by the Americans with Disabilities Act.114   
 
But findings from county and community projects for hard-to-employ MFIP recipients suggest 
that these alternate systems are not currently up to the challenge. Many LIGSS projects spent 
considerable time helping the most hard-to-employ MFIP recipients apply for SSI or 
Rehabilitation Services and were often frustrated with the results.  “There were enough 
comments about the difficulty of navigating SSI to raise questions about the need for systemic 
change in the program,” state researchers wrote.115 According to the state’s longitudinal survey, 
six percent of MFIP recipients had been approved for SSI, about half of those who had 
applied.116  
 
In addition, these studies demonstrate that the prevalence of low-wage, part-time jobs for MFIP 
recipients means that many working families face ongoing challenges finding stable and 
affordable housing, transportation, health care and child care.  Unfortunately, for a variety of 
reasons, many workers are not accessing critical work supports such as health care and child 
care.   
 
MFIP does not operate in isolation from other market forces that impact the day-to-day lives of 
parents seeking to support their families through work.  The most plentiful job openings are in 
industries with low-wages, meaning that families must struggle to provide for their basic needs 
and often require help from an array of work support programs.   Employers are more willing to 
hire low-skilled MFIP job seekers during times of labor shortages.  Worker access to training 
after finding employment is often limited, although some employers do make efforts to provide 
skill enhancement training.  
                                                 
113 Friese et al., CHOICES Program Evaluation Final Report, op. cit.; Stockdill et al., Lifetrack Resources 
Advancement Plus Program Evaluation Report Final, op. cit.; Stacey Hueftle Stockdill et al., Occupational Therapy 
in Transitional Jobs: Innovations to Improve Life Skills (Golden Valley: EnSearch, Inc. for Lifetrack Resources, 
September 2004). 
114 Stockdill et al., Lifetrack Resources Advancement Plus Evaluation Report Final, op. cit., p. 187. 
115 Chazdon and Vivian, LIGSS: Lessons Learned, op. cit., p. ix. 
116 Crichton and Meyer, MFIP Longitudinal Study: Three Years After Baseline, op. cit., p. 26. 
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Many important questions about the long-term effects of welfare reform remain to be answered.  
At the time of this synthesis, very little Minnesota research has examined how parent-focused 
welfare-to-work efforts affect children in areas such as health, education attainment, and 
interaction with child protection services.  Other important questions not yet adequately 
answered include the pay-off for increased investment in education and training for low-income 
workers, and evidence about what policies might be effective to discourage teenage pregnancy 
and encourage or sustain marriage among low-income adults. 



 
Seven Years of Welfare Reform 

Annotated Bibliography 
Studies and Reports on Welfare Reform in Minnesota, 1997-20041 

 
Alter, Joel, Dan Jacobson and John Patterson. Program Evaluation Report: Welfare Reform. 
St. Paul: Office of the Legislative Auditor, January 2000. 
Web address: www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us – Report #00-03 
Purpose: To evaluate the effects of Minnesota’s welfare policy changes in the first two years of 
implementation. 
Findings: Reports employment trends and characteristics of Minnesota’s MFIP populations and 
compares the state’s policy and performance with other states. Stresses the state’s rising rate of 
out-of-wedlock births and the need to do more to prevent welfare dependency. Highlights the 
disproportionate rate of minorities in the MFIP caseload and the growing share of hard-to-serve 
families. Report includes recommendations, including intensified interventions for the hard-to-
employ and raising maximum client sanctions. 
 
Anderson, Dennis.  Report on the Temporary Assistance for Families Pilot –Dakota County, 
Minnesota.  West St. Paul: Dakota County Employment and Economic Assistance Department, 
August 2004. 
Purpose: To test whether immediate job search, intense casework and extra cash to resolve crises 
could keep Dakota County families from going onto MFIP or help them leave MFIP more 
quickly.  
Findings:  Some 58 percent of TAF families left the system within four months and were not 
enrolled on MFIP at any of three follow-up points – five, nine and 15 months.  By contrast, of the 
comparison group of families newly enrolled in MFIP, 21 percent left the system within four 
months and were not enrolled at any of the follow-up points.  Other differences, including the 
percentage working at five months and percentage receiving MFIP benefits at 15 months, were 
less dramatic. TAF cost more in the short run because employment counselors had far smaller 
caseloads and spent more money for support services, particularly car repairs and housing 
assistance.  But had the TAF families mirrored the experience of MFIP families, they would have 
relied on public assistance longer and cost $458,000 more, county researchers concluded.  
 
Anoka County Income Maintenance Division.  Anoka County MFIP Pilot Program Report to 
the Legislature. Blaine: Anoka County Human Services Department, 2002. 
Purpose: To report on the piloted use of no cash benefits until applicant attended Employment 
Services overview and 100 percent sanction for clients in sanction six months or more. 
Findings: The county’s sanction rate was cut in half, from 10 percent to five percent, over 16 
months. Nearly seven out of 10 sanctions were cured, found exempt or closed voluntarily.  
Attendance at Employment Services overview more than doubled. 
In addition, the county’s work participation rate (cases with work or work activities totaling at 
least 30 hours per week) rose from 38.2 percent during the first quarter of 2001 to 45.8 percent a 
year later. 
 

                                                 
1 The reports summarized here are those gathered by the Minnesota Welfare Reform Research and 
Evaluation Roundtable in August, 2004 for purposes of this synthesis project.  Efforts were made to be as 
inclusive as possible of research or evaluation studies conducted in Minnesota during the first seven years 
of statewide welfare reform.  Studies brought to the attention of Roundtable members since August 2004 
were not included in the synthesis or in this bibliography. 
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Brown, Meg, Scott Chazdon and Leslie Crichton. Minnesota Family Investment Program 
Longitudinal Study: Special Report on Health Care Access Among Welfare Leavers 18 Months 
After Baseline.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, January 2002.   
Web address: 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To study health care coverage and utilization among families leaving MFIP, especially 
given findings that access to health insurance decreases the likelihood that a welfare leaver will 
return to the welfare program. 
Findings: Even though a high percentage appeared to be eligible for public health insurance, 30% 
of welfare leavers in Minnesota were uninsured, five times the rate among Minnesota adults and 
nearly twice that among low-income adults statewide.  Children of welfare leavers were more 
likely to be covered than their parents: 17% of recipient leavers’ children were without insurance 
compared to 3% for all Minnesota children and 21% of low-income children in the state.  MFIP 
leavers often worked part-time and had service sector jobs, which reduced their access to 
employer-sponsored insurance. Uninsured welfare leavers used fewer health care services than 
leavers with health insurance, but neither group made heavy use of emergency room care. 
 
Chase, Richard and Ellen Shelton. Child Care Use in Minnesota – Report of the 1999 
Statewide Household Child Care Survey (summary). St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, January 
2001. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/childcareuse1-01.pdf 
Purpose: Statewide telephone survey conducted in 1999 and 2000 to gauge the type and cost of 
child care used by Minnesota parents and their satisfaction with the care.  
Findings: Two-thirds of Minnesota children aged 14 and younger were in non-parental, non-
school care at some point during the week.  Relatives were the most common caregivers, but the 
type of care varied by the children’s age.  Child-care challenges affected employment and 
families earning $20,000 or less paid as much for child care as those earning $75,000 or more.  
Some 43 percent of families earning less than 200 percent of poverty weren’t aware of the state’s 
child-care assistance program. Low-income children had less stability in their care. 
 
Chazdon, Scott and Leslie Crichton.  Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal 
Study: Baseline Report.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, August 1999. 
Web address: 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To describe the characteristics and experiences of MFIP clients and thereby set a basis 
for future analysis and measurement of change over time.  Divides data into two groups – 
recipients and applicants – and provides a useful glossary and longitudinal study timeline. First in 
a series designed to help identify ways to enhance MFIP’s effectiveness by providing in-depth 
information on characteristics and experiences of MFIP participants. 
Findings: Baseline report 
 
Chazdon, Scott and Nancy Vivian.  LIGSS (Local Intervention Grants for Self-Sufficiency): 
Lessons Learned. St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, January 2003.   
Web address: 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To summarize design and effects of projects funded by federal TANF dollars and 
targeted at the most difficult-to-employ MFIP recipients. 
Findings: Because many LIGSS projects were continuing and because only one project involved 
a control group, the findings are provisional. Findings include: Counties preferred to intensify 
existing services rather than dramatically innovate; choosing grantees outside the traditional 
system was a good way to spur initiatives tailored to diverse local communities but also created 
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administrative challenges. The report also notes that resolving or controlling employment barriers 
is crucial before many hard-to-employ MFIP participants can succeed in jobs, but measuring 
progress in those areas is difficult. The report also describes how hard the targeted population was 
to work with, why some participants resisted in-depth assessments and why home visits and 
compliance advocates were valuable.  
 
Cohen, Barry and Melissa Martinson.  Hennepin County MFIP Sanctions Study.  Minneapolis: 
Rainbow Research, November 2002. 
Purpose: To identify barriers faced by MFIP recipients who were sanctioned for four or more 
months, see what actions recipients had taken to have sanctions lifted and see how sanctioned 
recipients managed with reduced benefits. 
Findings: In this sample of 21 sanctioned recipients, most families had multiple barriers to 
employment. Common ones included poor physical and mental health, significant developmental  
and learning disabilities and problems with their children’s mental health and school-related 
issues. High refusal rates and other indicators suggested that domestic violence, child abuse and 
chemical dependency were common among the respondents. Housing was stable and not a barrier 
to employment; child care also was not an impediment. To get by on reduced benefits, recipients 
used community and emergency services, relied on help from family and friends and increased 
their debt load. 
 
Collins, Barbara and Renee Obrecht-Como.  Mixed Messages and Missed Opportunities: 
Welfare Sanction Policy in Minnesota. St. Paul: Legal Services Advocacy Project, February 2001.   
Purpose: To analyze the sanction system under the Minnesota Family Investment Program. 
Findings:  Some 13.5% of adults required to participate in work activities were sanctioned in the 
second half of 1999 and the percentage of cases with sanctions was growing. Report reviews 
county variations in sanction rates, details reasons for sanctions and notes that the vast majority of 
participants resolved sanctions within four months. 
 
Crichton, Leslie and Scott Chazdon.  Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal 
Study: One Year After Baseline.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, December 
2000. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: Continuation of five-year longitudinal study to document changes in the lives of MFIP 
single-parent participants over time, including the time period after a participant leaves the 
program. Divides sample into applicants, who were in their first month of MFIP when they joined 
the study and had not received cash assistance during the previous five months, and recipients, 
who were ongoing participants in MFIP during the baseline month. 
Findings: MFIP participants are making progress in employment, income and reduced welfare 
use. At the 12-month mark, 60 percent of applicants and recipients were working. Child support 
is an important income source for many recipients who have left MFIP, and having a second 
parent in the home has a major effect on raising income and reducing the poverty level. Many 
participants are not engaged in employment services. The report highlights differences between 
those who were making progress and those who were not. 
 
Crichton, Leslie and Vania Meyer.  Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: 
Two Years After Baseline.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, September 2002. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: Continuation of five-year longitudinal study to document changes in the lives of MFIP 
single caregiver participants over time, including the time period after a participant leaves the 
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program. Divides sample into applicants, who were in their first month of MFIP when they joined 
the study and had not received cash assistance during the previous five months, and recipients, 
who were ongoing participants in MFIP during the baseline month. 
Findings: Both applicant and recipient groups made progress in terms of earnings and income, 
decreased welfare use, and for some, leaving poverty. More than half of both groups had family 
income above the poverty level. Nearly half the recipient group and two-thirds of applicants had 
left MFIP, while 28 percent of recipients and 19 percent of applicants were not working. The 
proportion of applicants living in deep poverty – 50 percent of the federal poverty guideline or 
less – fell from 42 percent to 10 percent – while the proportion among recipients rose from 5 
percent to 8 percent. 
 
Crichton, Leslie and Vania Meyer.  Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: 
Approaching the 60-Month Time Limit.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, 
September 2002. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To see how long-term MFIP families (those that had used at least 36 months of possible 
60 months by November 2001 and received cash assistance sometime in the previous six months)  
were faring under welfare reform and a weak economy in early 2002.  
Findings: Identifies three distinct groups of long-term recipients. Some 15 percent were striving 
for self-sufficiency with a reasonable chance of success in the near future; 30 percent were 
making only tentative progress despite notable personal resources and genuine effort; 55 percent 
faced many barriers, had few resources and were unlikely to become self-sufficient in the 
foreseeable future. About two-thirds of the group had circumstances that could potentially make 
them eligible for extensions. The report highlights common traits among long-term MFIP users: 
major life problems, MFIP sanctions, little understanding of the time limit and extension policies, 
dreams of getting a good job but little success in employment services activities. 
 
Crichton, Leslie. Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: Special Report on 
Teen Mothers.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, January 2003. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To provide a profile of teen mothers in a sample of MFIP applicants, with assessments 
of their backgrounds, involvement of the biological fathers of their children and adequacy of 
services for teen mothers. 
Findings: At least 45 percent of teen mothers surveyed grew up in households that received 
welfare.  Two-thirds were from single-parent homes and 61 percent of their mothers had their 
first children as teens. Fathers of the teens’ children had significant barriers to successful 
parenting and economic stability, including substance abuse, violence and crime.  Half of the 
fathers were unemployed when their child was born.  The teen mothers showed some progress in 
finishing high school and going to work but had many continuing challenges; 40 percent had a 
second child while still teenagers. 
 
Crichton, Leslie.  The Welfare Time Limit in Minnesota: A survey of families who lost MFIP 
eligibility as a result of the five-year time limit.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human 
Services, July 2003. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To check on the condition of Minnesota families whose MFIP benefits ended in July 
2002 after reaching the 60-month time limit. 
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Findings: Families were generally in poor economic condition, with numerous other problems, 
and nearly half were rated by interviewers as having unstable, even chaotic lives.  Some 72% had 
income below the federal poverty guideline and only half were working, mostly in low-paid 
service jobs.    Nearly all received non-cash benefits like food stamps, Medical Assistance, 
housing subsidies and child care assistance.  The report outlines barriers to self-sufficiency and 
demographic characteristics.  African Americans were overrepresented in the timed-off group, as 
were Hennepin County residents.  
 
Crichton, Leslie and Vania Meyer.  Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: 
Three Years After Baseline.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, December 
2003. 
Web address:  
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: Continued tracking of MFIP participants as part of a five-year longitudinal study of 
applicants (new to MFIP when they entered the study) and recipients (on assistance already). 
Findings: Continued increases in percentages of MFIP leavers, median work hours and hourly 
wages.  But with a weaker economy in 2001, family earnings and income fell for recipients and 
poverty rates rose. Some 40 percent or recipients were off welfare and working at the three-year 
mark. Also includes information on MFIP participants’ life situations and barriers to employment. 
 
Friese, Sarah, Linda Harris, Barry B. Cohen and Margaret Celebrezze.  CHOICES Program 
Evaluation Final Report.  Minneapolis: Rainbow Research, March 2004. 
Purpose: To test whether intensive case management of MFIP participants’ mental health issues, 
chemical dependency problems and other health barriers would help improve their health status, 
the stability of their housing and ultimately their employment status.   
Findings: This study could not answer all the evaluation questions definitively due to lack of data 
for some key measures, and a tracking time frame determined to be too short to determine 
whether the program had long-term, enduring effects, particularly in stabilizing clients’ lives and 
reducing health care costs.  The project did reduce use of homeless shelters and greatly increase 
use of mental health services, chemical dependency services and other types of health care. It also 
caused a shift from receiving care in emergency rooms and inpatient hospital settings to office 
visits and outpatient settings. Many participants got jobs; 6% left MFIP for full-time, 
unsubsidized employment and 18% were working part-time when they left MFIP. 
 
Gennetian, Lisa.  The Long-Term Effects of the Minnesota Family Investment Program on 
Marriage and Divorce Among Two-Parent Families.  New York: MDRC, October 2003. 
Web address: http://www.mdrc.org/publications/357/full.pdf 
Purpose: To examine why two-parent families assigned to the pilot MFIP of the mid-1990s were 
40 percent more likely to be married at the three-year follow-up point than two-parent AFDC 
families. 
Findings: The pilot MFIP’s effects on sustaining marriage and reducing divorce were sustained 
seven years after they entered the study and were most pronounced among black recipient 
couples. Study posits several possible explanations for the persistence of the effects, including the 
streamlined eligibility rules and more generous earnings disregard of the pilot program.  
 
Hage, David.  Reforming Welfare by Rewarding Work – On State’s Successful Experiment. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004.   
Purpose: To chronicle the political battles, study and compromise that led to Minnesota’s 
development of Minnesota’s distinctive welfare reform strategy, which combines anti-poverty 
tools with work expectations. 
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Findings: Includes portraits of three women who exemplify different parts of the welfare 
caseload and recommendations for what the nation can learn from Minnesota’s experience. 
 
Hennessey, James and Jane Venohr.  Exploring Options: Child Support Arrears Forgiveness 
and Passthrough of Payments to Custodial Families.  St. Louis: Policy Studies, Inc., for the 
Minnesota Department of Human Services, February 2000. 
Web address: http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/children/documents/pub//DHS_id_008804.hcsp 
Purpose: In the face of Minnesota’s growing child support debt, this report reviews options and 
makes recommendations on forgiving child support arrears and passing on child-support 
payments to custodial families receiving cash welfare aid. Report includes a literature review, 
focus groups with custodial and non-custodial parents and a quantitative analysis  
Findings: Identifies the need for a uniform statewide policy on debt compromise that ensures fair 
and equitable treatment for all citizens and recommends a one-time amnesty program for non-
custodial parents who are delinquent in child-support obligations. Also recommends that the state 
develop a child support passthrough program for families receiving public assistance. 
 
Hollister, David, Mary Martin and Connie Wanberg.  Findings from the First Phase of a 
Study of the Transition from Welfare to Work in Hennepin County, Minnesota.  Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, March 1999. 
Purpose: To understand why some Hennepin County welfare recipients participate fully in 
welfare-to-work programs and others do not. Focuses on African-American and Caucasian MFIP 
clients. Based on face-to-face interviews with 86 welfare recipients, client focus groups and a 
focus group and mailed survey with employment counselors. 
Findings: MFIP participants who were sanctioned for non-participation in welfare-to-work 
programs had lower levels of employment commitment, social support, and time management 
and responsibility than those who were not sanctioned.  Study also reports common barriers cited 
by clients: Personal or family health problems, child care and transportation. Includes 
recommendations for addressing gaps in services and improving system performance.  
 
Hollister, David, Mary Martin and Connie Wanberg.  Findings from the Second Phase of a 
Study of the Transition from Welfare to Work in Hennepin County, Minnesota.  Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, December 1999.   
Purpose: To learn why some Hmong, Latino, Native American and Somali MFIP clients 
participate in welfare-to-work programs in Hennepin County while others do not, and to compare 
this group to an earlier report focused on African-American and Caucasian clients. 
Findings: Participants who had not been sanctioned were much more conscientious and positive 
about work than sanctioned participants.  The Hmong, Latino, Native American and Somali 
group reported significantly less social support than the African-American and Caucasian group, 
and distinct ethnic differences emerged.  Hmong participants were especially worried about the 
cultural and language adaptations required by the work and training program. Somali participants 
worried about workplace discrimination and lack of respect within the work and training 
environment.  Latino participants were the most positive but were concerned about the lack of job 
counselors who shared their language and culture.  All groups of color were more negative about 
their financial counselors than were Caucasian participants.  Report includes recommendations. 
 
Hollister, David, Mary Martin, Jessica Toft, Ji-in Yeo and Youngmin Kim.  The Well-Being 
of Parents and Children in the Minnesota Family Investment Program in Hennepin County, 
Minnesota, 1998-2002.  St. Paul: University of Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Child 
Welfare, November 2003. 
Web address: http://2ssw.che.umn.edu/cascw/pdf/MFIP%20publication.pdf 
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Purpose: To discover the impact MFIP had on the well-being of families and children in 
Hennepin County.  
Findings: Extensive workers had the most education, highest salaries, least amount of time spent 
in training and the most time living in the U.S. They also were most likely to lack health 
insurance and to move frequently.  Families that left MFIP considered themselves better off 
financially but indicated that their children’s emotional well-being had suffered because of the 
MFIP experience and that family time and household routines had been compromised.   
 
Jefferys, Marcie and Elizabeth Davis.  Working in Minnesota: Parents’ Employment and 
Earnings in the Child Care Assistance Program. St. Paul: Minnesota Child Care Policy Research 
Partnership, July 2004. 
Web address: http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/children/documents/pub/DHS_id_008779.hcsp 
Purpose: To analyze which industries employ recipients of Minnesota’s Child Care Assistance 
Program.  
Findings: CCAP jobs are concentrated in four industries: health care and social assistance, 
administrative and support, retail trade and accommodations and food service.  These industries 
pay lower wages and provide fewer work hours than other sectors. MFIP CCAP recipients are the 
most concentrated in these low-wage industries. 
 
Knox, Virginia Cynthia Miller and Lisa A. Gennetian.  Reforming Welfare and Rewarding 
Work – A Summary of the Final Report on the Minnesota Family Investment Program.  New 
York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, September 2000. 
Web address: http://www.mdrc.org/publications/27/summary.html 
Purpose: To summarize findings of a four-year MFIP pilot in seven Minnesota counties from 
April 1994 to June 1998, with a comparison to a control group of participants on the AFDC 
program. 
Findings: The pilot MFIP produced substantial increases in employment and earnings for single-
parent, long-term recipients. It also led to significant improvements in child well-being, including 
a dramatic decline in domestic abuse, a modest increase in marriage rates and better performance 
in school, with fewer behavioral problems. For two-parent families, MFIP reduced the financial 
pressure for both parents to work and increased marital stability. 
 
Martin, Mary, David Hollister, Jessica Toft, Ji-in Yeo and Youngmin Kim.  Work, Race and 
Welfare Reform: A Study of the Minnesota Family Investment Program in Hennepin County 
1998-2002.  St. Paul: University of Minnesota Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare, 
2002. 
Purpose: To report on MFIP’s impact on Hennepin County families based on in-depth interviews 
with 84 randomly selected MFIP participants. 
Findings: Experience varies greatly depending on race/ethnicity and work patterns. Major 
findings include that immigrants on average completed only six years of school and are the most 
disadvantaged. The study also highlights the need for culturally differentiated services and the 
negative correlation between work and health insurance. A sample of findings on ethnic/racial 
differentials: African Americans in the sample moved more, got more training, used less child-
care assistance and were more consistently covered by health insurance. The study raises 
questions about the reasons for differential experiences and offers recommendations for 
modifications of MFIP.  
 
Meyer, Vania.  Provider Perspectives on the Issues Behind the Outcomes: Focus group findings 
on service delivery issues from the perspective of providers serving African American, American 
Indian, Hmong, and Somali participants in MFIP.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human 
Services, June 2003. 
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Web address: 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To use focus groups of MFIP employment service providers and financial workers as a 
means of achieving deeper understanding of the issues facing MFIP participants who are African 
American, American Indian, Hmong and Somali. These four groups tend to remain longer on 
MFIP and have less success in moving off welfare to work. 
Findings: Providers identified mental illness as a major hidden barrier to work readiness. For 
African American and Somali clients who were new to Minnesota, the lack of information and 
support networks was often a big barrier.  Immigrant households often include men who expect to 
support their families and expect mothers to stay home and care for children. Providers said that 
many African American and American Indian clients came from generational welfare families, 
believed they were entitled to government support and were unused to the demands of a working 
lifestyle. Somali and Hmong clients were generally seen as willing to work, though some Hmong 
clients cited promises of government support in exchange for their support in Vietnam. Providers 
worried that many clients are preoccupied with day-to-day survival, expected to have their 
benefits extended and weren’t preparing for the possibility that they would not be.  Report also 
highlights importance of client-worker relationship and difficulty of meeting MFIP job search and 
paperwork requirements. 
 
Meyer, Vania.  Measuring Minnesota Family Investment Program Performance for 
Racial/Ethnic and Immigrant Groups.  St. Paul: Minnesota Department of Human Services, 
November 2003. 
Web address: 
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/economic_support/documents/pub/DHS_id_004113.hcsp#MFIP 
Purpose: To provide a quantitative analysis of differences in MFIP outcomes for racial/ethnic 
and immigrant groups, while controlling for client demographic characteristics and county 
economic conditions and trying to identify possible role of bias.  
Findings: African-Americans, American Indians, Somalis and other black immigrants 
underperformed the range of expected outcomes for the three-year Self-Support Index. Whites, 
Hispanics, Hmong and other Asians performed better than the predicted range. Empirical results 
do not prove bias but are consistent with the possibility of differential treatment of MFIP 
participants. 
 
Nguyen, Khanh and Regina Wagner.  MFIP ‘Reform’ and Low-Wage Workers: Are Parents 
with Health Impairments Being Left Behind?  St. Paul: Legal Services Advocacy Project, 
December 2003. 
Web address: http://www.lsapmn.org 
Purpose: To examine the prevalence of health impairments among MFIP families by using 
administrative data and research by DHS and other organizations. The report also discusses MFIP 
policy changes and how they affect families with health problems. 
Findings: Found that 10.6% of December 2002 caseload had been exempted from work 
requirements for health reasons in one or more months that year. Also compares estimates of 
families with health impairments to the number exempted and suggests that many MFIP families 
are not being granted exemptions they qualify for.  Notes that health impairments are common 
among the hard-to-employ MFIP participants. 
 
Nguyen, Khanh and Regina Wagner.  An Unaddressed Knowledge Gap: What Do Parents 
Understand About MFIP Assessments?  St. Paul: Legal Services Advocacy Project, February 
2004. 
Web address: http://www.lsapmn.org 
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Purpose: To examine the perceptions of MFIP parents about whether they had been assessed, the 
attributes of successful assessments, and parents’ relationships with job counselors.  
Findings: Parents with one or more serious barriers to employment were interviewed and found 
to have little understanding about MFIP assessments.  Most were unable to explain why they 
were still on MFIP and what plans they had developed with their job counselors for obtaining 
work and leaving MFIP.  Those who could explain why they were still on MFIP had generally 
been referred to a specialized employment services provider. Most MFIP parents spoke of their 
job counselors as adversaries with a rigid compliance focus. Includes recommendations. 
 
Obrecht-Como, Renee and Carrie Thomas.  MFIP at the Midpoint: Challenges and 
Opportunities for Self-Sufficiency.  St. Paul: Legal Services Advocacy Project, December 2000. 
Web address: http://www.lsapmn.org 
Purpose: To summarize research on MFIP and low-wage employment and to assess whether 
MFIP is meeting its twin goals of reducing poverty and welfare dependency through employment. 
Findings: Highlights differences between pilot MFIP and statewide version (caseloads, sanctions, 
work requirements, etc.) and summarizes early results from the statewide plan. Summarizes 
results from Wilder and DHS longitudinal study showing employment and modest earnings gains, 
as well as employment barriers and inadequate work supports.  Also highlights training 
opportunities for low-wage workers and the need for more services in this area. 
 
Owen, Greg, Corinna Roy, Ellen Shelton, and Amy Bush Stevens.  How welfare-to-work is 
working – Welfare reform through the eyes of Minnesota employers, welfare participants and 
local community partnerships (summary).  St. Paul: Wilder Research Center for The McKnight 
Foundation, March 2000. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/howwelfaretowork3-00.pdf 
Purpose: To assess the effectiveness of community partnerships funded by The McKnight 
Foundation to fill the gaps in funding and services available under welfare reform in Minnesota. 
Evaluation uses case studies, interviews with employers and interviews with current and former 
MFIP participants. 
Findings: Among the most promising local support services were loan programs for car 
purchases and repair, loan programs to child care providers and outreach to help parents identify 
resources, training in specific jobs skills and workplace mentoring. All these areas showed 
continuing challenges, however: The need for more transportation strategies for people without 
cars, high turnover of child care providers due to low pay and complex regulations for subsidies 
and employers’ reluctance to deal with gaps in "soft skills." The report includes information on 
what strategies were effective with hard-to-serve families, employers and community 
partnerships. Survey of current and former MFIP participants measures attitudes toward MFIP, 
areas that need improvement, barriers to self-sufficiency and unmet needs. 
 
Owen, Greg, Ellen Shelton and Corinna Roy.  Filling the Gaps in Welfare Reform – The 
Minnesota Welfare-to-work Partnerships Initiative.  St. Paul: Wilder Research Center for The 
McKnight Foundation, August 2001. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/mcknightreport8-01.pdf 
Purpose: To examine the effectiveness of 22 community partnerships funded by The McKnight 
Foundation to offer services that would fill the gaps in the new time-limited, work-first MFIP 
system. Findings were based on interviews with 131 employers, leaders of 22 partnerships, case 
studies of 10 partnerships and interviews with 357 welfare participants. 
Findings: Employers were mainly concerned with on-the-job issues; they expected recipients and 
participants to address job readiness and family issues.  They participated partly because the 
strong economy increased their need for workers and the partnerships helped recruit and retain 
new workers. Partnership studies found no single, simple solution to problems and concluded that 
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the flexibility of McKnight funding was key in being able to respond quickly and effectively to 
changing needs. Transportation services were the greatest unmet needs and the most successful 
transportation strategies involved helping recipients buy and maintain their own cars.  Report 
gives extensive information on challenges with child care, employment and the MFIP system. 
 
Patterson, John, Adrienne Howard and Dan Jacobson.  Program Evaluation Report: 
Economic Status of Welfare Recipients. St. Paul: Office of the Legislative Auditor, January 2002.   
Web address: www.auditor.leg.state.mn.us – Report #02-05 
Purpose: To evaluate how well Minnesota’s programs to assist low-income families help 
families, encourage work and discourage dependency. 
Findings: Report gives a generally positive assessment of the state system’s effectiveness in 
promoting work, not dependency. Notes that most families that were on MFIP in 1998 had a 
family member working in 2000 and that the government aid they received – cash and non-cash – 
lifted most families above the federal poverty guideline. The report notes that once MFIP 
participants earn more than minimum wage, government assistance declines by nearly the same 
amount they would earn from increased hours or higher wages, greatly reducing the incentive to 
earn more. The report also includes great detail about cash and non-cash assistance available to 
low-income families in Minnesota.  
 
Patton, Michael Quinn, Margaret Bringewatt, Jeanne Campbell, Thomas Dewar and 
Marsha Mueller.  The McKnight Foundation Aid to Families in Poverty Initiative – A Synthesis 
of Themes, Patterns and Lessons Learned.  Minneapolis: The McKnight Foundation, April 1993. 
Purpose: To summarize the findings from 34 projects funded between 1988 and 1993 as part of 
McKnight Foundation’s Aid to Families in Poverty initiative. Of these, 28 used model strategies 
for improving delivery of social services and six used a range of education and advocacy efforts 
aimed at changing community opinion and public policy. 
Findings: Effective programs offered respectful, individualized approaches and intense and 
comprehensive services. They also had a strong sense of mission, were flexible and highly 
responsive to individual needs and challenged rules and attitudes of larger systems. For 
participants, taking first steps and arresting decline are important outcomes and it’s important to 
have participants develop a plan, sense of direction and commitment to making progress. Also 
notes that having program staff engage in public policy education and advocacy are crucial to 
changing systems. Notes the challenge of having predominantly white, middle class staff work 
with poor people of color.  
 
Pukstas, Kimberly, Dennis Albrecht, Lynne Auten, Vernon Drew and Samuel Dabruzzi.  
Arrears Management for Low-Income Noncustodial Parents Evaluation Report.  St. Paul: Center 
for the Support of Families for the Minnesota Department of Human Services and the Hennepin 
County Child Support Division, February 2004. 
Web address: http://edocs.dhs.state.mn.us/lfserver/Legacy/DHS-4083-ENG 
Purpose: To evaluate the performance of a demonstration program by Minnesota Department of 
Human Services and the Hennepin County Child Support Division to forgive public assistance 
arrears for low-income noncustodial parents in exchange for regular child-support payments. 
Findings: Only 24 percent of enrollees were able to pay regular child-support payments for 12 
months and thus have their public assistance arrears forgiven. Three factors predicted success: 
Higher income for the noncustodial parent, large arrears to be forgiven, and lower monthly child 
support payment. The size of the monthly payment appeared to have the most influence on 
outcomes. Also includes description of administrative challenges and recommendations for 
agencies considering debt-forgiveness programs. 
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Shelton, Ellen, Corinna Roy and Karen Ulstad.  Children’s Home Society of Minnesota Client 
Focus Group Project – Parents’ Views on Child Care and Child Care Assistance in the First 
Year of Statewide Welfare Reform.  St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, March 1999. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/parentsviewsonchildcare03-99.pdf 
Purpose: To explore the views of low-income parents receiving a range of child care subsidies 
about how new welfare rules affect families and how Minnesota’s child-care system is 
responding.  
Findings: In 15 groups that met during 1998, parents expressed gratitude for child care assistance 
but frustration with funding policies that forced them to go on MFIP when they only need child 
care aid.  Other concerns included heavy caseloads among welfare and child-care resource 
workers, confusing and frequently changing welfare rules, and income limits set too low to meet 
actual needs. Parents reported that the stress of their lives made them less patient and responsive 
to their children. 
 
Shelton, Ellen, Corinna Roy and Karen Ulstad.  Children’s Home Society of Minnesota 
Supplementary Report on Crisis Nurseries.  St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, March 1999. 
Purpose:  To explore how changes in the state’s welfare system were affecting low-income 
parents and children and how the child care system could help them. This report is based on two 
focus groups of parents at crisis nurseries. 
Findings: Parents described crisis nurseries as crucial sources of safe, good quality care for 
children, emotional support for parents and address to other community support.  They 
complained that there is too little child care available, especially evenings, weekends, drop-in and 
overnight.  Focus groups also identified other barriers, including confusing and poorly explained 
welfare rules, penalties imposed on parents who must care for sick children and transportation 
and housing barriers. 
 
Shelton, Ellen, Greg Owen, Amy Bush Stevens, Justine Nelson-Christinedaughter, Corinna 
Roy and June Heineman.  “Whose job is it? Employers’ views on welfare reform.”  Paper 
presented at the Rural Dimensions of Welfare Reform Conference, Washington, D.C.  St. Paul: 
Wilder Research Center, May 2000. 
Web address: http://www.jcpr.org/wp/wpdownload.cfm?pdflink=wpfiles/Owen_Shelton.pdf 
Purpose: To describe qualitative results from telephone interviews with 130 Minnesota 
employers who participated in local welfare-to-work partnerships with social service agencies 
and identify differences between welfare participant and employer views on service needs and 
barriers to self-sufficiency. 
Findings: There were few differences in attitude and experience between urban/suburban and 
rural employers, though urban/suburban businesses seemed to be more affected by the tight labor 
market and more open to flexible hiring policies.  Employers cited lack of “soft skills” as the 
primary barrier to workforce participation, while welfare participants cited structural problems 
such as low wages and lack of education and child care.  Employers reported that involvement in 
the partnerships helped them recruit and retain employees.   
 
Shelton, Ellen and Greg Owen.  The Issues Behind the Outcomes for Somali, Hmong, American 
Indian and African American Welfare Participants in Minnesota.  St. Paul: Wilder Research 
Center, April 2003. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports/pdf/welfareculturalissues4-03.pdf 
Purpose: Using 40 focus groups involving 191 current or recent welfare recipients, researchers 
sought to see how people from a range of ethnic groups experienced and reacted to MFIP policies 
and services. The report sought to identify particular obstacles that limited the ability of 
participants from these groups to get and keep jobs. 
Findings: Many focus group participants supported the work goal of MFIP but found the actual 
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operation demeaning or hostile rather than supportive. For many, their perception of whether the 
job counselor was on their side was key. Common complaints about MFIP included: Excessive 
paperwork demands, inaccessibility of workers to answer questions and inconsistency about rules 
and supports. Report includes detailed insights into the particular barriers, experiences and 
attitudes of people from different ethnic groups. A large proportion reported that they lacked 
basic reading and math skills, familiarity with demands of the workplace and other skills usually 
needed for even entry-level work. 
 
Shelton, Ellen, Greg Owen, Nicole Martin and Ben Shardlow.  Training Low-income Workers 
for Self-sufficiency – Learning from the McKnight Families Forward Initiative after Two Years.  
St. Paul: Wilder Research Center, December 2003. 
Web address: http://www.wilder.org/research/reports.html?summary=1021 
Purpose: To evaluate four types of projects funded by the McKnight Foundation to increase low-
income working parents’ access to education and training and thereby to improve their jobs and 
earnings. 
Findings: Summarizes promising strategies used by projects in the Families Forward Initiative. 
These include emphasis on individual assessments to identify needed services, help stabilizing 
day-to-day life and developing one-on-one relationships with mentors or staff members to help 
trainees sustain motivation and enthusiasm. Other recommended strategies include: Strong 
connection to multiple employers and education for employers about struggles faced by entry-
level workers. 
 
Stockdill, Stacey Hueftle, Rebecca Anderson and Marlene Stoehr.  Frogtown Family 
Connections – A preliminary evaluation report. Golden Valley: EnSearch, Inc., August 2001. 
Web address:  http://www.lifetrackresources.org/Administration/research.htm 
Purpose: To determine whether home visits could identify families’ needs, develop support plans 
and help families become self-sufficient.  The study was conducted with families who failed to 
attend an MFIP overview or intake meeting, had children under age 6, and lived in designated 
neighborhoods of St. Paul.  
Findings: With tremendous persistence and ingenuity, the Frogtown Family Connections staff 
was able to contact 52 percent of 79 cases referred. Outcomes included getting families into 
compliance with MFIP rules, helping stabilize housing, helping obtain clothing and helping look 
for jobs. Among effective tools used with extremely challenged families were: Frequent visits at 
home, using cell phones to model effective communication, driving families to employment 
services appointment and writing goals and steps needed to achieve them. The report also 
describes the characteristics of active families and the barriers to attending MFIP overviews. 
 
Stockdill, Stacey Hueftle, Rebecca Anderson, MaryJo Smith, Marlene Stoehr and Shirley 
Dean.  Lifetrack Resources Advancement Plus Program Evaluation Final Report.  Golden 
Valley: EnSearch, Inc., August 2002. 
Web address:  http://www.lifetrackresources.org/Administration/research.htm 
Purpose: To study the effectiveness of six-month, paid and closely supervised work experience 
for people moving from welfare dependency to work. 
Findings: The program cost $8,000 per enrollee and 61% of trainees were placed in unsubsidized 
jobs, with a median hourly wage of $8, comparing well to other transitional jobs programs. 
Report includes detailed information about the diverse population enrolled in Advancement Plus, 
most of whom had no significant work experience and half of whom spoke English as a second 
language. Also, the report gives significant findings about the prevalence of learning disabilities, 
physical disabilities and mental illness (60 percent had one or more). The demonstration project 
found that trainees needed additional support to deal with workplace situations, punctuality and 
attendance.  
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Stockdill, Stacey Hueftle, Rebecca Anderson, MaryJo Smith, Marlene Stoehr and Shirley 
Dean.  A Report on Sanctions.  Golden Valley: EnSearch, Inc. for Lifetrack Resources, February 
2003.  
Web address:  http://www.lifetrackresources.org/Administration/research.htm 
Purpose: To evaluate the characteristics of Advancement Plus clients who were being sanctioned 
by MFIP. 
Findings:  Advancement Plus trainees who were sanctioned were the most vulnerable. They had 
the largest number of barriers to employment, including such severe barriers as chemical 
dependency, domestic violence, unreliable transportation, learning disabilities or literacy levels 
below eighth grade. 
 
Stockdill, Stacey Hueftle, Rebecca Anderson, MaryJo Smith, Marlene Stoehr and Shirley 
Dean.  Occupational Therapy in Transitional Jobs: Innovations to Improve Life Skills.  Golden 
Valley: EnSearch, Inc. for Lifetrack Resources, November 2003. 
Web address:  http://www.lifetrackresources.org/Administration/research.htm 
Purpose: To see how the addition of occupational therapists and speech-language pathologists to 
the temporary, paid work model affected outcomes. 
Findings: Adding these specialists benefited many trainees who had undiagnosed medical 
conditions and traumatic brain injuries. The social skills classes designed by the specialists 
showed promise as a recruitment tool for occupational therapy and traumatic brain injury 
assessments. The specialists also found that employers might need to recognize trainees’ 
limitations and provide reasonable accommodations in order for some trainees to be successful in 
subsidized and unsubsidized jobs. 
 
Stockdill, Stacey Hueftle, Rebecca Anderson, MaryJo Smith, Marlene Stoehr, Shirley Dean 
and Bonnie Weakly.  2004 Comparison Study – An Evaluation that Compares Outcomes for 
Multi-Site Transitional Jobs Program with Random Samples of Participants in the Minnesota 
Family Investment Program.  Golden Valley: EnSearch, Inc., September 2004. 
Web address:  http://www.lifetrackresources.org/Administration/research.htm 
Purpose: To see how participants in six-month paid work experience, including sub-groups, 
compared to the general MFIP welfare population in terms of barriers, employment, wages and 
welfare use. 
Findings: Although its enrollees had more barriers to employment, the transitional jobs program 
performed well at helping challenged populations find unsubsidized employment at wages 
comparable to those earned by the MFIP comparison group. The model showed particular 
promise for ex-offenders, the homeless, youth, victims of domestic violence, people with 
chemical dependencies, mental illness and learning disabilities. Specialists – including 
occupational therapists and speech pathologists – were deemed crucial to helping trainees 
overcome barriers. 
 
Toft, Jessica, Mary Martin, Ji-in Yeo and David Hollister.  Factors that Influence Health 
Care Coverage for Low-Income Populations under Welfare Reform (draft).  St. Paul: University 
of Minnesota School of Social Work, 2004. 
Purpose: To explore why so many Minnesota families that leave welfare for work go without 
health insurance coverage despite their apparent eligibility for publicly funded medical programs. 
Also examines racial disparities in health insurance coverage. Focuses on a sample of 84 MFIP 
recipients in Hennepin County. 
Findings: Minnesota adults who have left welfare and are working are nearly twice as likely as 
low-income adults statewide to be uninsured. Extensive workers, those who worked 36 or more 
months during the 42-month study period, were the most likely not to have health insurance, with 
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an average of 7.6 months uninsured. Moderate workers were more likely to use public health care 
coverage. The study found that Latinos were the least likely to have insurance, followed by 
Native Americans and whites. Researchers speculate that low-income workers do not see the 
linkage between work and publicly-funded health programs and therefore do not apply for these 
programs. The report also suggests that Medicaid’s complicated eligibility rules and application 
procedures are a deterrent. 
 
Urban Coalition.  Welfare Reform: Real Possibilities or Empty Promises, Volume One.  St. Paul: 
The Urban Coalition, July 1999. 
Purpose: First of a series of reports on the impact of welfare reform in Minnesota. Reports 
largely rely on secondary sources. It includes state and county data as well as papers by people 
with regional and discipline-specific perspectives on welfare reform. 
Findings: Includes data showing declining welfare caseloads in Minnesota, points out 
concentration of MFIP cases in a few poor Minneapolis and St. Paul neighborhoods and 
highlights the effects of welfare reform policies on immigrants and refugees. Service providers 
report high caseloads and average contact time of 10 minutes per family, leaving immigrants and 
refugees confused about the program. Cites Wisconsin data showing increased homelessness 
when new welfare rules caused caseload to decline dramatically.  
 
Urban Coalition.  Welfare Reform: Real Possibilities or Empty Promises, Volume Two.  St. Paul: 
The Urban Coalition, March 2001 
Purpose: Second in a series of reports on the impact of welfare reform in Minnesota. 
Findings: Summarizes continued reductions in MFIP caseload and notes racial disparity in 
outcomes. Notes that welfare recipients are disproportionately people of color and highlights 
special barriers faced by this population. Includes information on trends in hunger, homelessness 
and barriers to work. 
 
Urban Coalition. Welfare Reform: Real Possibilities or Empty Promises, Volume Three.  St. 
Paul: The Urban Coalition, February 2002. 
Purpose: Third and final report in a series tracking the impact of welfare reform in Minnesota. 
Findings: The report evaluates continued caseload declines by race and finds that between 
January 2000 and July 2001, the number of people receiving MFIP benefits declined for all 
groups except African Americans and Latinos, which saw gains of 3.4 percent and 22.8 percent 
respectively. Also analyzes MFIP data for Hennepin and Ramsey counties and Minneapolis and 
St. Paul. Based on interviews with nine welfare recipients and 12 service providers, the report 
summarizes common work barriers and problems with the administration of MFIP, including 
high caseloads and a lack of culturally competent service providers. 
 
Wagner, Regina, Khanh Nguyen, Maureen O’Connell and Barbara Collins.  MFIP Families 
and Sanctions: A Call for Services – sanctions as a predictor that many MFIP families struggle 
with employment barriers and need targeted services to succeed.  St. Paul: Legal Services 
Advocacy Project, 2002. 
Web address:  http://www.lsapmn.org 
Purpose: A report to examine sanctions within MFIP. 
Findings: More than one-fourth of the participants in the December 2001 MFIP caseload had 
been sanctioned during 2001 and significant disparities in sanction rates were occurring among 
different racial and ethnic groups.  Rates were highest for African Americans (35.5%) and 
American Indians (30.6%).  Also found that sanctioned participants had lower earnings, more 
difficulty maintaining employment and more months of MFIP cash assistance, suggesting that 
sanctions are an indicator of families with multiple barriers to employment. 
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Wanberg, Connie, David Hollister and Mary Martin.  Non-Participation in Welfare-to-Work 
Programs: A Summary of Findings from a Focus Group and Survey of Welfare-to-Work 
Professionals.  Minneapolis: University of Minnesota and Metropolitan State University, 
February 1999. 
Purpose: To learn why some welfare recipients do not participate in welfare-to-work programs 
and learn how participation could be increased. 
Findings: Professionals cited a range of reasons, including clients’ failure to believe time limits 
were real, low self-esteem, dependency problems and resistance to being told what to do.  They 
also report that non-participating clients had more problems than the providers could address, did 
not believe they were employable and sometimes had other sources of income that ameliorated 
the effect of sanctions. Significant barriers, including cultural adjustment, transportation and 
housing and mental illness and chemical dependency, are also cited.  Ideas for improvement are 
listed, including quicker sanctions and streamlined services, better assessments and greater 
encouragement for clients, incentives for participation and additional services. 
 
 


