
Introduction
Minnesota is a state with a reputation for
progressive policies and generous social
programs. Throughout the 1990s,
Minnesota made a commitment to provid -
ing basic support for families to move
toward self-sufficiency, including the
development of a statewide health insur -
ance plan for low-income uninsured fami -
lies (MinnesotaCare), child care assistance
for low-income working families (Basic
Sliding Fee Child Care Program), and the
Working Family Credit (the state’s Earned
Income Tax Credit). When the state began
its pilot welfare program in 1994, the
Minnesota Family Investment Program
(MFIP) was intended not only to move
recipients off welfare but to move them
out of poverty as well. Indeed, Minnesota
was one of the first states to implement a
welfare program that combined generous
income disregards with mandated employ -
ment services. In recent years, the focus in
Minnesota has shifted noticeably to
include a stronger “work first” orientation,
and more intense services directed toward
welfare recipients with barriers to employ -
ment. In addition, the development of new
policies and programs for low-income fam -
ilies has become increasingly complicated
by changes in the political affiliation of the
governor and the legislature. 

This report is a summary of informa -
tion obtained during visits to Hennepin
County (the state’s largest urban county,
which includes the city of Minneapolis) in
1999 and 2000 to document changes and

progress since 1997. The report updates
Income Support and Social Services for Low-
Income People in Minnesota, an overview of
benefits and services in the state in 1997
and a description of the economic and
political context shaping Minnesota’s agen-
da for serving low-income families. 

The current report begins with a brief
profile of the population, economic condi -
tions, and political landscape in Minnesota
at the time of our second visit, followed by
a description of Minnesota’s social safety
net for low income families. Next, the
report provides an overview of the service
delivery structure in Minnesota, focusing
in particular on organizational and policy
changes, budgets, and overall philosophy
of support for low-income families.
Descriptions of three key services in the
state—income support and workforce
development, child care assistance, and
child welfare programs—follow this dis -
cussion (see p. 5). The report concludes
with a brief integrative summary of poli -
cies and services for families in Minnesota. 

Researchers visited Minnesota three
times during 1999 and 2000: June, 1999
(child care team); September, 1999 (child
welfare team); and April, 2000 (TANF and
workforce development team). The
research teams collected the information
compiled in this report through telephone 1

and in-person interviews with front-line
program staff, state-level officials, local
program administrators, and key infor -
mants from Hennepin County and state-
level advocacy and social service organiza-
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tions. To learn more about families’ experiences receiving child care assistance, focus
groups were conducted with a sample of families. Telephone interviews were conducted
with child welfare administrators in 12 other counties.2 Interview and focus group infor-
mation presented here is supplemented by reports and data from other research organiza-
tions and Minnesota state agencies.

Social and Political Context

Social and Economic Conditions

Minnesota enjoyed economic growth and prosperity throughout the last decade. Table 1
provides an overview of how Minnesota compares to the nation on a number of social and
economic indicators. Minnesota’s population grew 9 percent throughout the 1990s to 4.8
million in 1999. Although the population of racial and ethnic minority groups remains
very low compared to the national averages, the state continues to experience moderate
levels of growth among these groups, particularly in the population of refugees and non-
citizen immigrants from southeast Asia and Somalia. Minnesota’s nonmarital birth rates
for women and teenagers are lower than the national average, as are poverty rates for
Minnesota’s adults and children.

In 1999, Minnesota posted one of the lowest unemployment rates in the nation (2.8
percent). In fact, the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area led all other metropolitan
areas in the proportion of the working-age population that held a paying job in 1998.3 Per
capita income grew faster than in the nation as a whole between 1995 and 1999. As a result
of this economic expansion, Minnesota continues to be concerned about worker shortages
and a mismatch between the skills offered by the available workforce and those needed by
employers.4 The Governor’s Workforce Development Plan released in February 2000 out-
lines a proposal for consolidating and improving workforce development programs,
strengthening public education, and creating opportunities to bring new and underem-
ployed workers into the marketplace.5

Minnesota is also adjusting to a political environment that changed substantially in the
late 1990s. In 1998 Minnesota elected Jesse Ventura to be the nation’s first Reform Party
governor.6 And, for the 1999 and 2000 legislative sessions, the Ventura administration
worked with a Democrat-controlled Senate and a Republican-controlled House of
Representatives. This tri-partisan leadership poses unique challenges for Minnesota’s
human services agenda, particularly in a post-welfare reform era with a strong economy.
For example, when faced with a $525 million surplus at the end of the 2000 legislative ses-
sion, each legislative body was given one-third of the money to use for its own agenda.
The governor chose to reduce motor vehicle registration fees, the House chose rebates and
a tax cut, and the Senate chose supplemental spending.7 While education and health care
remain priorities in the state, the new administration also emphasizes personal responsi-
bility and a limited government that is responsive, accountable, and fiscally conservative. 

Minnesota’s Social Safety Net

Minnesota’s safety net for low-income families is cast broadly when compared to the
nation as a whole. Table 2 provides some examples of how Minnesota compares to the
nation on indicators of coverage and eligibility for social programs. While Minnesota’s
average monthly AFDC/MFIP benefits have stayed the same in recent years, they remain
significantly higher than the national average of welfare benefits. Using the ratio of chil-
dren receiving welfare to all poor children as a rough measure of coverage, more poor 
children are covered by welfare in Minnesota, and fewer children are without health 
insurance than in the nation as a whole. In addition, the income eligibility for
Medicaid/State Child Health Insurance Program and for child care assistance is higher
than the national averages. Families with incomes well over 200 percent of the federal
poverty level (FPL) are eligible for these benefits. 



An Urban Institute Program to Assess Changing Social Policies ASSESSING THE NEW FEDERALISM

3

TABLE 1. Minnesota State Characteristics, 1999

* 1998 National adult, national child, and state child poverty estimates show statistically significant decreases from the 1996 estimates at the 0.10 confidence level, as calculated by the
Assessing the New Federalism Project, The Urban Institute.
Table 1 notes begin on page 16.
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Between January 1997 and December 1999, the MFIP caseload dropped by 30 percent,
a reduction that was below the national average of approximately 42 percent during that
period.8 The remaining caseload in October 1999 consisted primarily of one-parent house-
holds (70 percent), followed by child-only cases (18 percent), two-parent households (11
percent), and relative caregiver households (1 percent).9 In contrast, child care caseloads
increased by 45 percent from 1997 to 1999, with the largest increases occurring in child
care for families receiving MFIP.10

Welfare and Work

Welfare reform in Minnesota received national attention early in 2000 when results from
an evaluation of the MFIP demonstration program were released. The evaluation (con-
ducted in seven counties during the pilot phase) showed MFIP to be effective not only in
increasing the employment levels and earnings of long-term welfare recipients, but also in
reducing poverty and improving family and child well-being.11 MFIP was not as effective,
however, at improving outcomes for recent applicants and their children. Although state
officials were pleased with the results, they received them with caution, given that MFIP
was modified when it became the state’s TANF program in 1998. For example, the maxi-
mum income eligibility was lowered, a 60-month lifetime limit of welfare receipt was

TABLE 2. The Safety Net in Minnesota, in National Context

AFDC = Aid to Families with Dependent Children
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
Table 2 notes begin on page 16.
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added (adopted in response to the 60-month federal time limit), narrower provisions for
education and training were included, and sanctions and time-triggered work require-
ments were strengthened. Nevertheless, MFIP is an example of how states and localities
can move beyond measuring success by the magnitude of caseload declines and focus on
poverty reduction and the well-being of families and children. The Department of Human
Services is currently conducting a longitudinal study of MFIP to track outcomes for recipi-
ents under the statewide program. 

MFIP Policy and Program Emphasis

The goal of helping individuals move out of poverty—not just reducing the welfare rolls—
remains strong in Minnesota. The primary way that MFIP achieves this objective is by
allowing families to continue receiving benefits until their income reaches 120 percent of
the federal poverty level (FPL). This happens through the use of an earned income disre-
gard that allows individuals to combine income from employment with cash assistance
benefits. 

While poverty reduction is an important goal of MFIP, there is also a strong emphasis
on the Work First program. This program provides mostly job search assistance services,
with limited use of education and training programs. The state recently provided
resources to the counties to address the needs of the hard-to-serve (such as those with sub-
stance abuse and/or mental health issues), but Work First remains the primary focus of
the program. Individuals must participate in job search activities for at least 30 hours per
week for eight weeks. These activities usually consist of job readiness classes followed by
job search. While up to 26 activities can count toward the participation requirement and
some flexibility is available to service providers, most MFIP recipients participate in job
search activities as their first activity after an initial assessment.  A secondary assessment
and a broader range of activities are available for individuals who complete job search
without finding a job. Minnesota has a waiver that allows any activity in an employment
plan to be considered a work activity.

Local MFIP Program Focus. Consistent with the overall program focus of the
statewide MFIP program, Hennepin County also maintains a strong focus on the Work
First approach. Although some variation across providers exists in the types of services
they offer, all emphasize participation in up-front job readiness and job search programs.
The primary exception is for non-English speakers, who may participate in English as a
second language (ESL) programs in combination with job search as their initial activity.
Individuals may participate in other activities such as education, training, and work expe-
rience if their initial job search is unsuccessful. At the time of our site visit, more intensive
services for the hard-to-employ had been added, primarily through the Welfare-to-Work
(WtW) grants program. As described below, the state has recently provided additional
resources for these services. 

MFIP Eligibility. The general objective and focus of Minnesota’s application process is
to enroll applicants efficiently in any and all assistance programs for which they qualify.
To help some households avoid going on cash assistance, a lump sum diversion payment
(with a maximum cash payment of four months’ worth of MFIP benefits) is available
under certain circumstances, but few individuals enroll in this program. Following an ini-
tial screening interview, individuals must attend an orientation to the MFIP program
before their eligibility interview.

Sanctions. Compared to other states, Minnesota’s sanction policy for noncompliance
with the employment program described above is not particularly severe. Sanctions
become progressively steeper with repeated occurrences of noncompliance, but stop short
of terminating benefits for the entire family. For the first occurrence of noncompliance, the
sanction is a 10 percent reduction in the family’s monthly MFIP grant (which includes the
cash equivalent of food stamps) until the individual complies. For subsequent occurrences,
the grant is reduced by 30 percent for at least one month, and vendor payment of rent is
required for as long as the sanction lasts. 
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determined on a sliding fee schedule based on income and family size. In most counties,
parents are responsible for making copayments directly to the provider.

Market rate surveys are conducted annually in Minnesota. Rates are adjusted accord-
ing to the survey, but typically 6 to 9 months pass between the survey and when the new
rates take effect. Licensed providers are reimbursed at the 75th percentile of the market
rate.15 Legally unlicensed family providers are reimbursed at 90 percent of the licensed
family provider rates. Accredited providers or providers with certain educational creden-
tials are eligible to receive up to 10 percent more than the maximum established rate, as
long as private pay families are charged the higher rates.

Counties decide how payments are made and can pay providers, parents, or both. In
Hennepin County, as with most counties in Minnesota, providers are paid directly. In 
these counties providers submit bills to the counties; in some cases providers can submit
their bills electronically. Providers must bill the county within 10 days following the end 
of the month of the service, and the county must pay the provider within 30 days of
receiving the invoice. 

Program Innovations and Challenges

As in other states, Minnesota must balance the need to care for more children with the
need to ensure that high quality care is available. In 1997, Minnesota expanded the rules
governing providers who are not required to be licensed, so they could care for children
from more than one unrelated family. Informants noted that the rules were changed to
give parents more child care choices. At the time of the site visit, however, these expanded
rules had “sunsetted,” and the original rules now apply.16 Proposals to reinstate the 
revised rules did not get out of committee in the 2000 legislative session. Further changes
in licensing requirements did pass in the 2000 session, though, with a law that allows child
care aides with at least two years of child care experience to work with children without
direct supervision for a portion of the day. Aides were previously not allowed to work
with children without direct supervision. Advocates worry that loosening the licensing
requirements will compromise providers’ quality of care.

As noted above, child care programs for MFIP recipients and low-income working
families are separate. Minnesota is currently considering plans to consolidate the pro-
grams. While a simplified program could be beneficial, advocates have concerns that con-
solidating the programs may necessitate reducing eligibility in order to eliminate the wait-
ing lists. As the state in our study with the most generous eligibility limit (75 percent of
state median income or 255 percent of the federal poverty level in 1999), restricted eligibili-
ty would represent a significant departure from previous policy. 17 Thus, consistent with
the challenge faced by all states, Minnesota struggles with the most effective way to serve
welfare recipients and eligible low-income working families needing child care. Advocates
in Minnesota are calling for further allocations of state general funds, in addition to TANF
transfers, to serve more families receiving BSF child care.  

Child Welfare

Child welfare agencies seek to protect children from abuse and neglect. They may inter-
vene in families in which such behavior is suspected; may offer services to such families or
require that families complete service programs; and may remove children from their
home and place them in state-supervised care if children face imminent or ongoing risk of
abuse or neglect in the home. Nationally, many policymakers, researchers, and advocates
expressed concern that families that did not fare well under the new welfare requirements
might be referred to child welfare agencies for child abuse or neglect. Thus far, child wel-
fare caseloads have not increased following welfare reform. Yet available TANF monies
have had a very significant impact on agency financing, as the state made a one-time allo-
cation of $9.7 million out of TANF reserves for a new program on concurrent permanency
planning. In addition, child welfare workers and supervisors reported increased collabora-
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tion with other agencies as a result of welfare reform and the need to prepare families for
work.

In Minnesota, the Department of Human Services supervises child welfare services,
which are delivered through 84 local county human service agencies.18 As with income
support, employment services, and child care assistance, the state provides guidance and
oversight, but counties have considerable decision-making authority over how to design
and implement programs to best meet local needs. The structure and leadership at the
state level has not changed significantly since the baseline visit.

Welfare Reform Discussions

When discussions about MFIP began, child welfare administrators and representatives
from welfare, health care, and other key state-level departments voiced concern about how
welfare reform would affect the ability of parents to care for their children and the possi-
bility that more children would be abused or neglected. While administrators believed 
that abuse and neglect occur at all socioeconomic levels, they worried that reductions in
income and increases in families’ stress might lead to increased abuse and neglect in eco-
nomically disadvantaged families. As a result, MFIP addressed child welfare issues in a
variety of ways. For example, the MFIP plan includes a broad definition of what counts as
a work activity to ensure that the employment plan is consistent with the child welfare
plan. If abuse or neglect is occurring and the recipient cannot comply with work require-
ments, the recipient could receive a family crisis exemption. 

Child Welfare Caseloads

Despite widespread concerns in the state, child welfare caseloads have not increased fol-
lowing welfare reform. In fact, the number of investigations and substantiated cases has
declined slightly. In 1998, Minnesota investigated allegations of abuse and neglect involv-
ing 24,844 children, a small decrease since 1996. Of these allegations, 43 percent were sub-
stantiated, up from 40 percent in 1996. Minnesota’s 43 percent substantiation rate (vic-
tims/investigated children) is still much higher than the national median of 30 percent.
The state’s victimization rate, 8.4 abuse cases per 1000 children, is slightly lower than
national median of 11.5. 

Financing

Although welfare reform is known for the block granting of federal income assistance,
PRWORA also altered federal funding streams that many states have used to pay for child
welfare services. The Emergency Assistance program was eliminated (with the program’s
funds rolled into the TANF block grant), the Social Services Block Grant was cut by 15 per-
cent, and eligibility for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) was defined more narrowly.19

In Minnesota, the state made a one-time TANF allocation of $6 million to make up for the
cuts to the Social Services Block Grant. The child welfare agency received a state funded
appropriation for family preservation that made up for the loss of Emergency Assistance.
The state has also made a one-time TANF allocation of $9.7 million for a new program on
concurrent permanency planning. This program will require workers to develop two per-
manency plans for each child in foster care—one to return the child to his or her biological
parents and the other to arrange for long-term nonparental care for the child. The goal is
to reduce the length of time children remain in out-of-home placement. 

Overall, child welfare has seen a significant increase in funding in the last couple of
years. In 1998, DHS received $436 million in funding for child welfare, a 27 percent
increase since 1996.20 Federal funding to Minnesota for child welfare has increased by 21
percent since 1996, and state funding has more than doubled. The federal increase may be
attributable to county efforts to maximize federal Title IV-E foster care funds, which
administrators said have increased significantly. At the state level, Minnesota appropriat-
ed $5 million to help move more children into adoption and $18 million for family preser-
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vation when federal welfare reform legislation first passed. State funding will likely con-
tinue to increase with further TANF transfers.

Minnesota is unique among states in that local property taxes pay for a substantial
portion of child welfare services. Almost half of child welfare funding comes from local 
tax revenue. Given that counties vary widely in their levels of tax revenue, this funding
structure can lead to variation in how counties deliver services. State administrators
reported fears that some families in need of services will not get them when counties lack
resources. The state recognizes that counties are struggling to fund child welfare services
because they are serving more children with costly needs. While county funding has
increased substantially in recent years in terms of actual dollars (administrators estimate 8
percent per year), the percentage that the counties contribute to overall funding has not
changed. 

State administrators said there have been some changes in staffing as a result of
changes in the state budget and a new emphasis on concurrent planning. In one county,
workers reported the creation of a new child services worker position to serve only chil-
dren in out-of-home placements. They said these workers have more time for the children
and front-line workers have more time for the parents, and that this has been a positive
change. Minnesota was unique among our focal states in the general contentment
expressed by child welfare workers. Workers in one county reported that caseloads have
become lighter and more manageable in the last 10 years and that the agency was a good
place to work. It is thus not surprising that administrators report that staff turnover in
Minnesota continues to be low. 

Collaboration between TANF and Child Welfare Agencies

Many families receiving services from child welfare agencies also receive cash assistance.
These dual-system families may face competing demands. Workers in Minnesota reported
that families already involved with child welfare and those receiving MFIP experience dif-
ficulties meeting the demands of two systems. Parents must meet the new requirements
imposed on welfare recipients in order to receive cash assistance, while at the same time
they must meet case plan goals developed by child welfare agencies in order to keep their
children or have their children returned to them. Further, child welfare workers now need
to have flexible hours because families often can meet only late at night or early in the
morning due to employment obligations. Historically, despite the overlap in the popula-
tions they serve, there has been little formal collaboration between child welfare and wel-
fare agencies. Yet in Minnesota, to best serve families, workers say they have been collabo-
rating with many other agencies. In particular, supervisors said collaboration with MFIP
has increased since welfare reform.

To facilitate such collaboration, administrators talked about developing training on
MFIP for child welfare workers. Workers have expressed the need to know more about
MFIP but said that little training had been provided thus far. On the other side, MFIP
workers have received training on how to identify domestic violence but have not been
trained to identify child abuse and neglect. The state has, however, used conferences and
similar settings to provide MFIP workers with information about child welfare. 

Another way to facilitate collaboration is by sharing information. The state gives some
child welfare staff access to the welfare information system, which they use to find the
name of a client’s MFIP worker. This system was in place prior to welfare reform. It was
noted, though, that as a result of welfare reform, the welfare office sends lists of sanc-
tioned clients to all other agency social workers. They do this so that workers can check in
with the family. The goal in sharing this information was to create additional contact and
support for the families.
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Other Changes Affecting Child Welfare

In addition to changes prompted by welfare reform, other policy changes have impacted
Minnesota’s child welfare system in the past few years. Minnesota legislation has reduced
the time allowed for developing a permanency plan for a child under age 8.
Administrators said this change has promoted more collaboration among service
providers, especially in getting work for parents who are trying to keep their children or
arrange for their return. In addition, workers will now be expected to develop “concur-
rent” plans for each child as part of the concurrent permanency planning initiative. One
county administrator believed these two policy changes, the shortened time frames and
concurrent planning, had a greater impact on workload than welfare reform.

In July 1997, the state implemented a “relative custody assistance” program that gives
a subsidy based on a relative’s income. This amount is less than the foster care payment
but more than the child-only MFIP grant that relatives not licensed as foster parents usual-
ly receive. Receipt of this money closes the child welfare case and gives the relative legal
custody, although parental rights are not terminated. County administrators reported that
this is a useful resource for relatives and also helps reduce agency involvement in families’
lives.

Conclusions

Among the states examined in the Assessing the New Federalism project, Minnesota stands
out in its provision of relatively generous program benefits to support its longstanding
goal of reducing poverty and helping families become self-sufficient. In the years follow-
ing federal welfare reform and our baseline visit, Minnesota implemented MFIP statewide.
It also expanded a network of “one stop” Workforce Centers across the state to support a
strong Work First program orientation. Families can combine work and cash assistance
until their income reaches 120 percent of the poverty level, and they are eligible for subsi-
dized child care until their income reaches 255 percent of the poverty level. These eligibili-
ty levels are among the highest in the nation. Sanctions are not particularly severe, and
families with barriers to employment and at risk of reaching the 60-month time limit are
the focus of new intensive services. The in-state devolution of services to counties—a gov-
erning structure that existed before federal welfare reform—allows for considerable flexi-
bility to address local needs.

As in the other states in this study, Minnesota’s expenditures for child care assistance
have increased dramatically in recent years. Despite this increase, long waiting lists for
BSF child care indicate that many eligible families are not being served. The large number
of families eligible for BSF due to its high income cutoff undoubtedly affects the length of
the waiting lists. Additionally, child care quality continues to be a concern of administra-
tors and families in Minnesota. The state is currently exploring potential changes in child
care services, such as the implementation of a universal child care application that could
be used across counties, and the possible consolidation of the MFIP, TY, and BSF child care
programs.

Child welfare cases have not increased following welfare reform, and child welfare
officials remain optimistic that collaboration between child welfare and MFIP has the
potential to improve services for families and children. Minnesota is unique among the
states in this study in its decision to use TANF funds for concurrent planning in child wel-
fare, although some other states have used TANF funds to benefit families in the child
welfare system in a number of other ways. It is also unique in the relative satisfaction of
child welfare workers with their jobs.

Finally, a number of challenges exist for income support and human services in
Minnesota. The state, and particularly Hennepin County, must develop responses to an
increasingly ethnically diverse caseload. A severe housing shortage creates sharp difficul-
ties for families in extreme financial crises. Low-income working families must wait as



An Urban Institute Program to Assess Changing Social Policies ASSESSING THE NEW FEDERALISM

15

long as a year in some cases to receive child care assistance. These and other challenges
will likely be a focus of state and local agencies in the coming years as Minnesota works to
achieve the goals of poverty reduction and family self-sufficiency. 
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