
For the past 10 years, as part of
Minneapolis’ Neighborhood
Revitalization Program,1 neigh-
borhood organizations across the

city have been engaged in comprehen-
sive revitalization efforts. These organi-
zations have developed countless
revitalization strategies, including grant
and loan programs to improve housing
stock, economic development and
employment initiatives, community-
building and crime-reduction programs,
and environmental improvement
efforts. Such revitalization initiatives are
part of a nationwide trend in which
neighborhood organizations are
assuming increased responsibility for
problem solving and service delivery in
urban neighborhoods.

This expansion of responsibilities for
neighborhood organizations has been
accompanied by another new develop-
ment: the increased use of information
technologies by these groups. Neighbor-
hood organizations are beginning to use
technologies such as e-mail, the
Internet, database software, and
geographic information systems (GIS).
Important questions remain, however,
regarding the usefulness of these tech-
nologies in neighborhood organizing
and revitalization efforts, as well as the
opportunities and constraints that these
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1Neighborhood Revitalization Program is a 20-year
program begun in 1990 that redirects tax-
increment funds from downtown development
into neighborhood improvement efforts.
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new technologies present for neighbor-
hood organizations, neighborhoods,
and their residents. During 1998 and
1999, these questions were explored
through a case study of the Powderhorn
Park Neighborhood Association (PPNA)
located in Minneapolis. 

The study relied on several qualita-
tive techniques for data collection,
including document analysis, partici-
pant observation, and in-depth inter-
views with PPNA staff members and
neighborhood residents. Various
archival documents were analyzed,
including maps created at PPNA,
minutes from committee meetings or
all-neighborhood gatherings, and
annual reports prepared by staff and
residents. The documents covered the
period from 1985 to the present. Partici-
pant observation included observing
daily activities at the PPNA office while
working as a volunteer intern for 10
months, and observing approximately
50 PPNA committee meetings and
neighborhood-wide events in which
PPNA was involved. Finally, in-depth
interviews were conducted with all
PPNA staff members, and with 24 neigh-
borhood residents. The interviews were
intended to gather a range of perspec-
tives on PPNA’s activities in the neigh-
borhood, changes in these activities,
and the organization’s use of informa-
tion technologies, so residents were
selected who could offer these perspec-
tives. Some were long-term participants
in PPNA, and some had become
involved more recently. The sample
included residents who had been active

on all of PPNA’s committees and had
served on its board of directors. In order
to gather a wide array of perspectives on
and experiences in the neighborhood,
the interview group was also diverse
with respect to race, ethnicity, gender,
age, socioeconomic class, and sexual
orientation.

This article describes some of the
specific findings of my research, and
also reflects on the broader lessons
concerning neighborhood organizations
and information technology use that
can be drawn from this case study. All
quotations included in this article are
taken from interviews conducted with

PPNA staff and residents in 1999.
Because some participants wished to
remain anonymous, names have not
been specified. 

Powderhorn Park, PPNA, and Emerging
Information Technologies
Located in south central Minneapolis,
Powderhorn Park neighborhood centers
around Powderhorn Lake and the city
park after which the neighborhood is
named (see Figure 1). With the excep-
tion of the active Lake Street business
corridor that forms the neighborhood’s
northern border, Powderhorn Park is
largely residential. Powderhorn’s
approximately 8,000 residents are
multiracial and multiethnic, and the
neighborhood is home to a growing
number of immigrants from around the
world. Most recently, the neighborhood
has welcomed an influx of East African
and Latino/Latina immigrants. Powder-
horn Park, like inner-city neighbor-
hoods across the United States, has been
working to improve an aging housing
stock, foster economic development and
employment opportunities, reduce the
incidence of crime, and foster ties
among an increasingly diverse commu-
nity of residents. The neighborhood is a
vibrant and active place, and many resi-
dents are highly involved in improve-
ment efforts. For example, residents
have created flower and vegetable
gardens on vacant lots. The neighbor-
hood also hosts a wide range of commu-
nity events intended to build ties
among residents, including an annual
May Day parade, summer campouts in
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Figure 1. Location of the Powderhorn Park Neighborhood



the park, and several cultural festivals
throughout the year. 

PPNA is the primary institution
through which these and other neigh-
borhood organizing and improvement
efforts are coordinated. PPNA is directed
by neighborhood residents elected at an
annual neighborhood-wide meeting.
Residents serve on several committees
that address particular issues in the
neighborhood, including housing
improvement, community develop-
ment, economic development, arts and
cultural opportunities, and family and
youth support. Additionally, PPNA
employs four to five paid staff members.
The organization is funded through
foundation grant support, community-
development block grants, and the
Neighborhood Revitalization Program. 

Like many Minneapolis neighbor-
hood organizations, PPNA has begun to
use a range of information technologies
in recent years. The organization has
developed its own website, staff
members use e-mail and the Internet
daily, and the organization publishes an
e-mail newsletter for residents. Approxi-
mately four years ago, PPNA purchased
MapInfo—a commercially available
desktop GIS package—to map informa-
tion about the neighborhood. Addition-
ally, the organization has compiled
several computerized databases. One of
these databases is a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet with information on prop-
erties in the neighborhood where PPNA
is working to resolve housing code
violations, nuisance activity, and
conflicts between landlords and tenants
or between neighbors. Information on
these so-called problem properties is
organized by property address, and
includes textual descriptions of prob-
lems reported by residents or observed
by staff members, addresses and phone
numbers for individuals or agencies
involved in the issue, and descriptions
of any problem-solving efforts by PPNA
or other agencies. 

PPNA also maintains a housing data-
base that is considerably more compli-
cated than the problem-property
database. The housing database includes
local government data such as lot size,
zoning designation, property condition,
age of structure, and a number of other
attributes (see Table 1 for a complete list
of housing database attributes). In addi-
tion, the housing database contains
participant data for the people involved
with neighborhood properties, such as
owners, block-club leaders, tenants, and
property managers. Participant data

contained in the database include infor-
mation on how to contact these indi-
viduals, notes about their involvement
on various PPNA committees, and
particular skills they have volunteered
for the organization. During our inter-
views, PPNA staff members explained
that the inclusion in their housing data-
base of both property data and partici-
pant data was particularly useful in
supporting neighborhood organizing
and revitalization efforts. Property data
have been useful in a range of housing
improvement and economic develop-
ment efforts, while participant data
have been vital to efforts to mobilize
and offer assistance to neighborhood
residents. 

Another important characteristic of
PPNA’s computerized databases is the
integration of city government data
with information gathered from neigh-
borhood residents. Reliance on multiple
sources of data is becoming essential for
many neighborhood organizations. As
organizations like PPNA assume greater
responsibility for neighborhood
improvement, they frequently rely on
official data in their interactions with
city government. At the same time,
however, neighborhood residents are a
rich source of information based on
their day-to-day experiences in the
neighborhood, and can sometimes
provide alternative perspectives or infor-
mation that is more accurate than that
contained in local government data-
bases. PPNA, for instance, uses the city
of Minneapolis’ data on property condi-
tions in their housing database, but has
found that residents can sometimes
provide more detailed accounts of these
conditions, or information about recent
changes in conditions.

Neighborhood-Based Applications of
Information Technologies
PPNA uses e-mail, the Internet, GIS, and
digital databases for a wide range of
activities, illustrating the diverse roles
that these technologies can play in
neighborhood organizing and revitaliza-
tion efforts. At the most basic level,
these technologies offer new strategies
for gathering and disseminating infor-
mation. At PPNA, e-mail is an important
way for some residents to communicate
with the organization. For instance,
prior to a neighborhood graffiti cleanup,
staff members encouraged residents to
e-mail PPNA to report areas where they
had seen graffiti. E-mail cannot replace
PPNA’s existing strategies for gathering
information because many residents do
not have access to it; nonetheless,
PPNA’s use of e-mail can enhance the
ability of some residents to supply infor-
mation by providing them with a new
communication medium.

PPNA is also using information tech-
nologies to enhance information
dissemination. Strategies such as
sending residents an occasional e-mail
newsletter of recent events and activities
have provided a new way for PPNA to
spread information. As PPNA’s former
executive director explained: “Instead of
calling 50 people, we write it in the
[e-mail newsletter] and people talk to
their neighbors. We still need to do
phone calls and fliers, but this is a
jump-start to that.” PPNA’s housing
database has also enhanced the organi-
zation’s capacity to distribute informa-
tion to residents because it centralizes
data obtained from numerous city
government offices at a single location
familiar to residents. A resident who
needs housing information can simply
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Property Attributes Involved Individuals* Activities/Problems

Lot size Name Past problems
Zoning Address PPNA actions
Property ID number Phone number Observations by 
Age of structure PPNA involvement resident(s) or PPNA staff
Condition code Volunteer skills
Legal description
Tenure status
Tax delinquent status
Sales history

* This portion of the database includes available information about each of the following: the owner of
or taxpayer for the property, the rental license holder, the property caretaker or manager, the block
leader, and all tenants at the property

Table 1. Data Attributes of the PPNA Housing Database



call or visit the PPNA office rather than
contacting several different city depart-
ments. PPNA organizers feel this is a
particularly valuable resource for resi-
dents who don’t have access to trans-
portation, who might not know which
office to call, or who feel intimidated by
or uncomfortable about contacting
government agencies. One elderly resi-
dent who had obtained information
from the housing database explained:

I think a lot of seniors don’t know
who to call if they’re having prob-
lems. . . . If PPNA gives them infor-
mation that helps them figure out
what to do, it makes such a differ-
ence. As you gain expertise in
knowing what you can do, it makes
you so much more powerful.

In addition to enhancing communi-
cation with residents, PPNA’s informa-
tion technologies have enhanced
communication with individuals and
organizations outside Minneapolis.
PPNA’s website, for instance, played an
important role in a 1998 architectural
design competition that sought designs
for homes suitable for narrow lots in the
neighborhood. Architects from across
the United States participated in the
little/LOTS competition, and visits to

PPNA’s website tripled during the
competition as participants gathered
information about the Powderhorn Park
neighborhood from the site. 

Information technologies have
played a particularly important role in
PPNA’s problem-solving efforts. For
instance, analysis of the problem-
property data informs and guides the
problem-solving efforts of staff, resi-
dents, and city officials. A staff member
offered this example of how the
problem-property data are used:

[We may see in the problem-property
data] that [Minneapolis] Housing
Inspections [Services] is hitting a
property really hard, but it’s not
making a dent—the landlord is just
going around it. And so we could
look for another approach . . . maybe
if there is drug dealing or illegal
activity you could get police involved
as well as Inspections and other
agencies. [At one problem property]
we can see that we’ve tried every-
thing and it’s not working . . . So
we’ve found a developer to come in
and buy the property from the guy.

Alternatively, information from the
problem-property database may help
PPNA determine what assistance to offer

to a resident. One PPNA volunteer
explained that the problem-property
data sometimes illustrate a range of
factors contributing to a problem, and
suggest multiple strategies for resolu-
tion. She offered this example of efforts
to resolve a dispute between neighbors: 

It’s a family with multiple issues we
had to look at. . . . We got a team of
people together around the table—
like people from [Housing] Inspec-
tions [Services], and Children’s
Services, and somebody from Lead
Abatement, just a multiple set of
people. We had everybody there and
[one of the residents], and we talked
about services we could provide and
ways we could help. And some of
these she accepted and some she
didn’t.

PPNA’s GIS and housing databases
have played an important role in revi-
talization efforts. In particular, the use
of these technologies informs the neigh-
borhood’s housing improvement plans.
A staff member gave this example of
revitalization planning that utilized
information from the housing database:

The [Housing and Land Use]
Committee looked at maps that
showed housing condition decline
and housing stability and they
looked at the numbers of boarded
and vacant [houses], and the
number of absentee rental proper-
ties. And what happened from that
was a direct campaign to improve
the 3000 and 3100 blocks of the
neighborhood. So we created a
special housing repair program for
that area, and focused [a housing
program directed by another agency]
there. So housing development,
housing information, and housing
grants and loans were focused in
that area.

Additionally, the availability of
housing data has enabled PPNA to
monitor conditions over time. A year
after completion of the first housing-
repair grant program targeting particular
areas of the neighborhood, PPNA’s
housing organizer could refer to
updated information in the housing
database to examine whether property
values and conditions had changed.
Staff members explained that the
capacity to monitor changing condi-
tions in the neighborhood is critical to
revitalization efforts because it enables
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Powderhorn Park Neighborhood Association’s housing database includes data
obtained from many government agencies, making such information more readily
available to neighborhood residents.



PPNA to evaluate the impact and effec-
tiveness of various strategies.

I have outlined here a few of the
most significant ways in which PPNA
has been using e-mail, the Internet, data-
bases, and GIS. There are countless other
ways in which the organization is using
these technologies, and undoubtedly
they and other Minneapolis neighbor-
hood organizations will continue to
develop new applications. In light of this
continuing growth in the use of infor-
mation technology by neighborhoods, it
is crucial to examine the benefits and
problems that PPNA has experienced in
its use of these technologies

Advantages of Information
Technologies for Neighborhood
Organizations
PPNA’s use of information technologies
has had a number of immediate bene-
fits, including enhanced information
management capabilities, an expanded
base of resources to support the organi-
zation, and opportunities for stronger
advocacy on behalf of the neighbor-
hood and its residents. With respect to
information management, the use of
information technologies has enabled
PPNA to maintain more comprehensive
data about the neighborhood. In the
past, data on property conditions or
zoning codes were obtained from city
government for only a few properties in
the neighborhood. By using digital data-
bases, PPNA is able to maintain data sets

that encompass all neighborhood prop-
erties. Further, these digital databases
have increased PPNA’s capacity to main-
tain information over time. Staff
members and volunteers explained that
this capacity is important because the
organization’s involvement with a prop-
erty may extend over several years, and
many different staff members and
volunteers may be involved. PPNA has
used its digital databases to create a
common record to which staff members
and committees can refer in their plan-
ning and decision-making efforts. 

Another major advantage of using
the Internet and e-mail has been PPNA’s
ability to gain access to information and
resources outside of the Minneapolis
area. For example, some staff members
participate in e-mail list-servs that host
discussions among nonprofit organiza-
tions or community groups. Staff
members explained that these discus-
sions are useful in several ways.

You can see some of the struggles
that they are having, and you find
that they are some of the same
struggles we’re having. . . . Second, it
gives me a way to look for trends in
what people are doing. And finally
. . . you learn what solutions other
groups might have for problems you
face as well.

The Internet provides a similar
opportunity to draw on distant

resources, allowing staff members to
gather information, ideas, and strategies
from organizers and neighborhoods far
beyond the Twin Cities metropolitan
area. One organizer offered this story of
a volunteer’s use of the Internet to
leverage new information and resources
for PPNA and Powderhorn Park:

Last year, one of our residents got
connected with another organiza-
tion through the Web, and she went
off to Washington and testified
about having vacant and boarded
buildings on her block because of
[Federal Housing Authority] FHA
foreclosures. Then that same organi-
zation sent somebody here to
educate our residents about the
impact of FHA foreclosures on inner-
city neighborhoods. So it’s a two-
way street—they got information
from us and we got information
from them. [The Internet has]
opened up the world to us.

Neighborhood groups typically have
limited sources of information and assis-
tance, so this capacity to make connec-
tions with distant resources is an
important new opportunity. 

One of the most significant advan-
tages of information technology use at
PPNA has been the opportunity for the
organization to conduct its own data
analysis and interpretation, whether
through GIS analysis and mapping, or
simply through examination and
discussion of data compiled in the orga-
nization’s databases. Independent
analysis is crucial for neighborhood
organizations because it enables them to
develop plans and strategies that are
most appropriate to their communities.
In the case of PPNA, the organization
has sometimes been able to use infor-
mation from its databases to influence
government officials or actions. For
example, during the period in which
this research was conducted, the city of
Minneapolis failed to include Powder-
horn Park in a special housing improve-
ment program. City officials argued that
they would only include neighborhoods
that had shown significant improve-
ment in their housing stock and that
showed great potential for future
improvement. PPNA objected strongly
to the neighborhood’s exclusion, and
turned to their housing database to
refute the city’s characterization of the
neighborhood. One staff member
explained:
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Powderhorn Park Neighborhood Association’s GIS and housing databases have
improved revitalization planning in the neighborhood, both by targeting projects to
areas in need, and by allowing the organization to monitor and evaluate the effec-
tiveness of specific revitalization strategies.



I used the housing database to show
how many properties have been im-
proved by housing repair grants. . . .
[The city] might say it can’t im-
prove, that people who live there
can’t afford to make the investment.
And I can show that they can, and
say, “Look—they already have!”

In the end, PPNA’s effort to challenge the
local government decision was success-
ful, and the city agreed to include Pow-
derhorn Park in the housing
improvement program. Staff members
provided a host of similar instances in
which they felt that PPNA’s databases
and capacity to conduct their own analy-
sis enabled them to more successfully ad-
vocate on behalf of the neighborhood.

The examples above demonstrate
some of the significant opportunities
information technologies provide for
neighborhood organizing and revitaliza-
tion. Although these technologies have
definite advantages for neighborhood
organizations, however, they are accom-
panied by a number of potential prob-
lems and constraints.

Potential Constraints of Information
Technologies for Neighborhood
Organizations
Neighborhood organizations face a
number of unique constraints that can
hinder their use of information tech-
nologies. Specifically, they tend to have
limited financial resources to devote to
information technologies, staff
members often do not have extensive
training in computer use (especially use
of digital databases and GIS), and staff
members have a host of competing
responsibilities and demands on their
time. These constraints can create a
number of problems for neighborhood
groups in sustaining successful informa-
tion technology use.

After the initial expense of obtaining
hardware and software for information
technology use, neighborhood groups
face the problem of an ongoing
commitment of resources necessary to
keep hardware and software operational
and up-to-date. PPNA, for instance,
cannot afford to purchase software
updates or to replace computers regu-
larly. Sometimes staff members
encounter problems with computer soft-
ware that they do not have the expertise
or training to solve. These problems
have particularly hampered use of the
housing database software. Software
problems have disabled the database for
days or weeks at a time, and the poten-

tial utility of PPNA’s housing database
has not been fully realized.

Maintaining current data is also
problematic for neighborhood organiza-
tions. PPNA, for instance, has experi-
enced difficulty in obtaining from local
government offices updated informa-
tion for their databases. Their local
government data were obtained
through negotiations and special agree-
ments with particular offices and
employees. Because of staff or policy
changes, some of these agreements have
been forgotten and updated informa-
tion has not been provided. In other
instances, current data have been
provided, but in new formats that
cannot be easily incorporated into the
organization’s existing databases. 

Finally, maintaining the technical
skills of staff members is a challenge for
neighborhood organizations. In some
cases, PPNA could only afford special-
ized technology training for one staff
member, and this investment was lost
when the staff member left the organi-
zation for another job. Further, like
most neighborhood organization
employees, PPNA staff members have
multiple responsibilities and limited
time, and they may use the organiza-
tion’s information technologies so infre-
quently that they forget skills learned
during training.

Beyond the many technical prob-
lems associated with the effective use of
neighborhood-based information tech-

nology, a major concern about the use
of these technologies is the unequal
access of neighborhood residents to
them. Neighborhood groups that use
e-mail and the Internet to communicate
with and gather information from resi-
dents will find that those who do not
have access to a computer or to e-mail
and the Internet are excluded from
these communications. PPNA grappled
quite directly with this problem even
before it began to use information tech-
nologies. One staff member told me:

I fought [information technologies]
at first because we were trying
desperately to focus our organiza-
tion on outreach to lower-income
people and people of color . . . and
the Web is not a place where you
find lower-income people and
people of color. You find upper-
income white men, and now women
as well. . . . [C]ommunities of color
are not well represented, so it
seemed not the direction we wanted
to go.

In diverse urban neighborhoods, organi-
zations like PPNA are grappling with
problems of exclusion and representa-
tion along lines of race, ethnicity, class,
gender, and a host of other characteris-
tics. Because of unequal access to infor-
mation technologies, use of these
technologies in neighborhood organiza-
tions may worsen existing exclusions.

6 CURA REPORTER   

Although neighborhood organizations can benefit substantially from new informa-
tion technologies, limited financial resources, lack of computer training among
staff, and competing demands on staff time may limit their usefulness. 



More subtly, but equally problem-
atic, the use of information technolo-
gies in neighborhood planning and
problem solving may exclude some resi-
dents by raising the level of expertise
and education needed to participate in
neighborhood dialogue. A great deal of
the information in PPNA’s housing data-
base, for instance, is relatively compli-
cated or technical housing and land use
data. Understanding this information
and applying it in PPNA’s planning and
problem-solving efforts requires a
certain level of expertise in housing and
land use issues. For instance, if staff and
residents discussing housing conditions
rely on the city’s numerical condition
codes, participants must understand the
actual conditions to which these
numbers refer. At PPNA, some residents
have raised concerns about not under-
standing such language and informa-
tion. These individuals worry that if
technical information comes to domi-
nate PPNA’s deliberations, they and
other residents will not be able to partic-
ipate effectively.

As neighborhood organizations
begin to use information technologies,
it is essential that they anticipate and
attempt to overcome these potential
sources of exclusion and inequality. The
case of PPNA provides examples of orga-
nizational characteristics and strategies
that can help resolve problems that may
emerge. The organization has developed
concrete strategies for addressing poten-
tial exclusion. For example, staff
members explained to me that they
carefully duplicate their communication
with residents. Anything that is
communicated via e-mail or the PPNA

website is also communicated through
other media, including a newsletter that
is mailed to all residents, an informa-
tion area located on the PPNA office
window, posters distributed at the
Powderhorn Park building, or fliers
delivered to all residences.

Perhaps the most important factor
in addressing potential problems of
exclusion and marginalization in
neighborhood-based information tech-
nology use is an ongoing commitment
among staff members and residents to
rich, inclusive neighborhood dialogue.
As illustrated by the examples above,
PPNA staff members are attentive to
potential exclusions and residents are
speaking up about actual instances of
exclusion. Such dialogue provides an
opportunity for marginalized residents
to voice their concerns, as well as a
forum for discussing ways to resolve
problems that may emerge from the use
of information technologies. As PPNA
has learned from its use of these tech-
nologies, neighborhood organizations
cannot expect to avoid completely any
negative impacts. Rather, the experi-
ences of PPNA illustrate the importance
of striving for an inclusive environment
in which these impacts can be discussed
and resolved.

In conclusion, the case of PPNA
illustrates that the use of information
technologies offers important new
opportunities to neighborhood organi-
zations and the communities they strive
to represent. Simultaneously, the useful-
ness of these technologies may be
limited by organizational constraints,
and they may have potentially negative
impacts on both the organization and

the community. As more and more
neighborhood organizations adopt
these new technologies, it is tremen-
dously important that these groups
examine how to best take advantage of
the opportunities these technologies
present, while working to overcome or
ameliorate potential problems. The
Twin Cities area has a rich tradition of
neighborhood organizing, and a
growing number of neighborhood
organizations that use information tech-
nologies. Thus, the Twin Cities should
remain in the coming years both a fasci-
nating laboratory in which to examine
new developments in neighborhood-
based information technology efforts,
and a rich environment in which local
organizations can collaborate with and
learn from one another’s experiences
using these new technologies. 

Sarah Elwood is assistant professor of
geography at DePaul University in
Chicago, Illinois. This article is based on
her dissertation research, which was
supported in part by the John R. Borchert
Fellowship, an award created by CURA to
honor our first director. The fellowship is
awarded annually to an advanced grad-
uate student in geography for work on an
issue of importance to the citizens of
Minnesota. Selection for the award is
made jointly by CURA and the Depart-
ment of Geography. 

The author wishes to offer special
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T
he Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconcilia-
tion Act of 1996 (PRWORA)
marked the end of a more than

60-year commitment by the U.S. gov-
ernment to guaranteed cash assistance
for poor families. As a result of this
reform, large numbers of welfare recipi-
ents are expected to enter the work-
force, some for the first time. Through
the implementation of federal block
grants called Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families, PRWORA shifts the pri-
mary responsibility for welfare from the
federal government back to individual
states. Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families limits cash assistance to a total
of five years for individuals who are
employed, and two years for those who
do not work. Individual states may
impose shorter limits if they desire.

Minnesota’s version of Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families is known
as the Minnesota Family Investment
Program (MFIP). This program attempts
to make employment more attractive by
increasing the amount of welfare bene-

fits that working recipients can continue
to receive once they are employed.
Benefits are reduced by only 62 cents for
every dollar earned. As the incomes of
MFIP recipients increase, their monthly
welfare grants decrease until they are
earning 20% above the federal poverty
line—approximately $1,300 a month for
a family of three. At this point, partici-
pants are no longer eligible for MFIP
benefits. The program also aims to keep
people from returning to welfare once
they leave the system by continuing to
give parents subsidized childcare and
healthcare benefits for up to two years
after they start working. 

Since the passage of the new welfare
reform legislation, there has been a
strong call from human services organi-
zations, policy makers, and researchers
for increased understanding of the
important demographic, situational,
and psychological factors that underlie
the successful transition of welfare
recipients to work environments.
Although past research has studied both
demographic factors (e.g., race, age, and

marital status) and situational factors
(e.g., education level, previous work
experience, and number of children)
relevant to the transition of individuals
from welfare to work, further investiga-
tion of these variables is important
given the new welfare time limits and
work requirements. In addition,
although psychological variables such
as motivation are often mentioned by
the popular press and in qualitative
reviews as important factors for deter-
mining how long people stay on wel-
fare, studies specifically designed to
look at psychological predictors of wel-
fare tenure and success in subsequent
employment have been rare. Knowing
the extent to which psychological vari-
ables play a role in welfare-to-work
transitions has important intervention
implications for human services agen-
cies and organizations trying to move
individuals from welfare to work. 

Our study was based on the first 18
months of a five-year, statewide, longi-
tudinal study of welfare recipients cur-
rently being conducted by the
Minnesota Department of Human
Services as part of a program evaluation
of MFIP. The purpose of the analysis
described in this article was to examine
demographic, situational, and psycho-
logical variables believed to predict suc-
cessful welfare-to-work outcomes.

In this study, we examined three
psychological variables: achievement
motivation, self-sufficiency self-efficacy,
and goal commitment. Achievement
motivation is a stable personality trait
that has been shown to predict various
effort-based outcomes such as job per-
formance and academic achievement.
An individual high in achievement
motivation is someone who aspires to
accomplish difficult tasks and is willing
to put forth effort to work toward dis-
tant goals. We expected that achieve-
ment motivation would be important
in the prediction of effort-based welfare-
related outcomes such as leaving MFIP
and working more hours.
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Self-efficacy represents an individ-
ual’s confidence in his or her ability to
accomplish a task. Self-efficacy can pre-
dict the choices people make, their aspi-
rations, their academic performance,
their reemployment efforts, how long
they persevere in the face of difficulties,
and the amount of stress they experi-
ence coping with demands. We expect-
ed that an individual’s assessment of his
or her ability to become self-sufficient
would also predict important welfare-
related outcomes.

Finally, goal commitment is one’s
determination to try, or keep trying, to
reach a specific goal. Goal commitment
is an important link between goal setting
and goal achievement, and is also a pre-
dictor of goal achievement and job per-
formance. In the case of welfare recipi-
ents in the MFIP, the goal of getting a
job is assigned when recipients enroll in
the program, at which time a mandatory
eight-week job search must be undertak-
en by all unemployed, nonexempt par-
ticipants. Therefore, we expected an
individual’s commitment to getting a job
to predict whether the individual actual-
ly obtained employment, the number of
hours worked at this job, and other
welfare-related outcomes.

Study Sample and Method
The first data-collection period for this
study (time1) took place from May to
October 1998, during which time a sur-
vey was orally administered to MFIP
recipients in their homes. Time2 took
place between November 1998 and
April 1999. At this time, a survey was
orally administered to MFIP recipients
either over the telephone, or in person
if the participant did not have a phone.
Twenty trained Minnesota Department
of Human Services employees adminis-
tered these surveys. Translators were
used when necessary. Participants were
given $25 gift certificates to a local
retail store as reimbursement for their
participation in the surveys. 

During the last data-collection peri-
od for this study (time3), we looked at
the number of months participants
continued to receive MFIP benefits
(MFIP status) and the number of
months they did not follow the rules of
MFIP (sanction status) for the 12
months after their participation at
time1. Minnesota Department of
Human Services employees collected
MFIP status and sanction status infor-
mation from the state database, which
is updated monthly and contains

important demographic and eligibility
information for all MFIP recipients.

1

To be eligible for the study, partici-
pants had to be receiving MFIP, had to
be living in a single-caregiver house-
hold, and must not have participated
previously in the MFIP field trials.
Eligible study participants were ran-
domly selected from the state database,
and complete data sets were available
for 1,139 of 1,828 individuals (62%) eli-
gible to be surveyed at the beginning of
the study. Of the 1,139 MFIP recipients
included in the study, 1,071 were
female and 68 were male. The average
age of participants was 28.7 years. Of
the participants, 61.0% were White,
24.3% were Black, 6.4% were American
Indian, 4.1% were Hispanic, and 4.1%
were Asian/Pacific Islander. Compared
to the general MFIP population, the
study sample contained a slightly
greater proportion of White recipients
and a smaller proportion of recipients
from other racial or ethnic groups.
More than half of the participants
(59.5%) had never been married, and
the average completed level of educa-
tion was grade 11. 

It is important to recognize the
uniqueness of both the large sample
size and the longitudinal nature of this
study. Although most states are con-
ducting evaluations of their welfare
reform programs, the study adminis-
tered by the Minnesota Department of
Human Services is unique in both
design and scope. We expended sub-
stantial effort to ensure a high response
rate, resulting in a final sample that
included 62% of those individuals eligi-
ble to be surveyed at time1. This result
is particularly impressive given that
welfare recipients are a difficult sample
to reach due to an increased incidence
of address changes, poor English skills,
and unreliable or nonexistent phone
service. 

Our Findings
We focused on the predictors of four
welfare-to-work outcomes: (1) MFIP sta-
tus (number of months during the
study that participants did not receive
MFIP benefits), (2) sanction status
(number of months participants were
sanctioned for not complying with
MFIP rules), (3) hours employed (num-
ber of hours worked per week by indi-

viduals unemployed at the beginning of
the study), and (4) employment reten-
tion (whether participants employed at
the beginning of the study still worked
for the same employer). 

Multiple regression analysis was
used to analyze the data. In this type of
statistical analysis, all of the predictor
variables are used together to predict
the outcome variable. This allows
researchers to determine the relation-
ship between each predictor variable
and the outcome variable after control-
ling for the influence of the other pre-
dictor variables. Table 1 lists all of the
demographic, situational, and psycho-
logical variables we studied, and indi-
cates whether they had a positive, a
negative, or no relationship with the
outcome variables described above after
controlling for the effects of the other
predictor variables. In statistical terms, a
positive relationship means that high
values of one variable are associated
with high values of the other variable.
For example, in our study, having more
education was associated with a greater
number of months during which partic-
ipants did not require MFIP assistance.
A negative relationship means that high
values of one variable are associated
with low values of the other variable.
For example, in our study, having more
children was associated with fewer
months during which participants did
not require MFIP assistance. Below we
highlight some of the most interesting
results of our study.

MFIP Status. For the purpose of our
investigation, MFIP status referred to
the number of months individuals did
not receive MFIP benefits during the
course of the study. Figure 1 shows that
although the majority of individuals
continued to receive MFIP benefits for
the duration of the study, approxi-
mately half of the sample did not
receive benefits for some period of time
ranging from one to twelve months.
Consistent with previous research, we
found that the more education partici-
pants had, the greater the period of time
during which they did not require MFIP
benefits. Similarly, the fewer children
participants had, or the older their chil-
dren were, the greater the period of time
during which participants did not
require MFIP assistance. 

We also discovered that the greater a
participant’s access to a reliable car, the
greater the period of time during which
they did not require MFIP benefits. This
finding is particularly interesting
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1 The authors of this article did not have access to
any personal identification information regarding
the participants in the study.



Outcome Variables

MFIP Sanction Hours Employment
Status† Status‡ Employed Retention§

Psychological Variables 
(see sidebar) 

Achievement motivation negative
Self-sufficiency self-efficacy positive positive
Goal commitment NA NA positive NA

Situational Variables
Education (at time1) positive negative positive
Urban residence# negative negative
Months receiving Temporary negative positive

Assistance for Needy Families
(before time1)#

Months worked in 1997 positive
Hours per week worked positive negative

(at time1)
Received welfare as a child 
Number of children# negative
Age of youngest child# positive positive positive
Age when had first child negative positive
Has children with special needs negative
Has childcare problems 
Has problems speaking English 
Has a reliable car positive positive

Demographic Variables
Gender#

Race: Black# positive
Race: American Indian# negative
Race: Hispanic#

Race: Asian/Pacific Islander# positive
Marital status positive positive
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* Multiple regression analysis was used to examine the multivariate relationship between the study predictors (listed in the far left
column) and the four study outcomes. The results are listed in simplified form as follows:

• “Positive” indicates a significant positive relationship between the two variables, holding all other variables constant.
This means that higher levels of the predictors were found to be associated with a greater number of months not
receiving MFIP benefits, a greater number of months sanctioned, more hours employed, and continuing to work for
the same employer. 

• “Negative” indicates a significant negative relationship between the two variables, holding all other variables
constant. This means that higher levels of the predictors were found to be associated with fewer months not receiving
MFIP benefits, fewer months sanctioned, fewer hours employed, and not continuing to work for the same employer. 

• A blank entry indicates that the two variables were not found to be related when all other variables were held
constant. 

• “NA” means that the predictor was not used to predict the outcome variables in this study.

† Number of months participants did not receive MFIP benefits

‡ Number of months participants were sanctioned for not complying with MFIP rules

§ Whether participants employed at the beginning of the study still worked for the same employer (yes or no)

# Data for this variable extracted from the Minnesota Department of Human Services database

Table 1. Statistical Relationships between Predictor Variables and Outcome Variables*
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because this variable has been empha-
sized in recent welfare reform legisla-
tion, but its significance typically has
not been assessed in the welfare litera-
ture. The result obtained in this study is
understandable when one considers
that people on welfare generally have to
rely on public transportation to a
greater degree than other workers, but
public transportation often is not well-
suited to reaching suburban areas where
a large number of service-sector jobs are
located.

We also found that individuals’ lev-
els of self-sufficiency self-efficacy—
defined as a person’s confidence in his
or her ability to keep a job, move up to
a higher-paying job, and stay off of wel-
fare—was positively related to MFIP sta-
tus. Specifically, the greater a partici-
pant’s confidence in their ability to go
off of welfare, the greater the period of
time during which they did not require
MFIP assistance. 

Sanction Status. For the purpose of
our investigation, sanction status
referred to the number of months par-
ticipants were sanctioned during the
course of the study based on data from
the state of Minnesota’s database. A
financial sanction is imposed when a
participant does not comply with the
rules of the welfare program. In
Minnesota, individuals receive a 10%
cut in welfare benefits the first month
they do not comply with the rules of
MFIP, and payments of rent and utilities
are made directly to their landlord. The
benefit reduction increases to 30% if
the individual continues not to comply
with the rules after the first month.
Once the rule violation has been
resolved, future sanctions begin again at

the 10% level. We found that individu-
als who were working more hours at
the beginning of the study (time1) were
sanctioned for fewer months during the
study. That is, these individuals were
less likely to have part of their MFIP
grant taken away due to not following
the rules of MFIP. In addition, individu-
als who were older when their first
child was born were sanctioned for
fewer months.

Contrary to expectations, individu-
als with younger children and individu-
als with children who have special
needs (i.e., children with conditions
like asthma, diabetes, or cerebral palsy)
were sanctioned fewer months. We orig-

inally attributed these results to the fact
that individuals with younger children
or with children who have special
needs are usually temporarily exempt
from work requirements, and therefore
are unlikely to be sanctioned for not
working or not looking for work.
However, the results remain the same
when exempt individuals are removed
from the sample. It may be that MFIP
participants with younger children or
with children who have special needs
are more concerned about the effects of
having their benefits cut, and therefore
are more likely to comply with the
requirements of the welfare program.

We also were surprised to find that
individuals who lived in an urban area
(i.e., the Twin Cities metropolitan area)
were sanctioned for fewer months.
There have been many reports recently
about the large caseloads of job coun-
selors and financial workers in the Twin
Cities area. Because of their large case-
loads, it is likely that job counselors
and financial workers in the Twin Cities
are less able to closely monitor the
activities of, and assign sanctions to, all
of the welfare recipients with whom
they work.

Finally, we found that individuals
with higher achievement motivation
were sanctioned fewer months over the
course of the study. An individual with
high achievement motivation aims to
complete difficult tasks, holds high
standards, works toward distant goals,
and is willing to put forth effort to do a
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Figure 1. MFIP Status of Participants from Time1 to Time3.

Inadequate transportation is one of the most significant obstacles to self-sufficiency
and increased income for welfare recipients. People with more reliable cars, this
study found, worked more hours and were less likely to require MFIP assistance.



good job. Achievement motivation was
assessed in this study through self-
report items such as “I like hard work”
and “It is important for me to be good
at the things I do.”

Hours Employed. For the purpose of
our investigation, hours employed
referred to the number of hours per
week that individuals unemployed at
time1 (n = 717) were working six
months later at time2.

2
Individuals

unemployed at time1 who had more
education, more work experience (i.e.,
worked more months in 1997), and
more reliable cars were working more
hours at time2. Achievement motiva-
tion was not related to the number of
hours worked per week at time2; how-
ever, individuals with higher self-
sufficiency self-efficacy and higher goal
commitment were found to be working
more hours at time2. 

Employment Retention. For the pur-
pose of this study, employment reten-
tion referred to whether study partici-
pants employed at time1 were working
for the same employer at time2. Among
the subsample of 442 individuals
employed at time1, we found that indi-
viduals who were (or had been) mar-
ried, had older children, or were older
when they had their first child were
more likely to have the same employer
at time2. Relationships with other pre-
dictor variables were not statistically
significant.

Discussion
This study examined the demographic
and situational predictors of welfare-to-
work outcomes in light of the new wel-
fare requirements, and attempted to
clarify the relationship between several
psychological variables and welfare out-
comes. Our results suggest that many of
the same demographic and situational
variables that were important in pre-
dicting length of welfare use before the
1996 reform continue to be important
under the new system of work require-
ments and limits to the amount of time
people can stay on welfare. In addition,
we examined two situational predictors
that have gained attention in light of
the 1996 reform’s emphasis on work:
childcare problems and car reliability.
Although our childcare measure (which
assessed participants’ perceptions of the
availability, quality, reliability, and cost
of the childcare available to them) was
not predictive of any of the outcomes

we examined, we did find that people
with more reliable cars were more likely
to not require MFIP assistance for a
greater number of months, and were
more likely to be working a greater
number of hours at time2.

We also found that psychological
variables predicted three of the four
dependent (outcome) variables.
Although it has long been suspected
that motivation is an important force in
attempts to go off welfare, our results
provide initial evidence that motivation
predicts welfare outcomes regardless of
the particular demographic or situation-
al characteristics of welfare recipients.
Despite these findings, we wish to stress
that global inferences that any given
individual on welfare is therefore not
“motivated” should be strenuously
avoided. Rather, this study demonstrat-

ed that individuals on welfare who had
higher levels of motivation were more
engaged in efforts to leave the welfare
system.

Intervention Implications
Our finding that psychological variables
are predictive of welfare outcomes sug-
gests several possible intervention
efforts that could be used in welfare-to-
work programs. Self-efficacy and goal
commitment are likely to be particular-
ly amenable to change. Our study sug-
gested that people who believed they
could leave the welfare system (i.e.,
individuals with higher self-sufficiency
self-efficacy) did without MFIP benefits
for a greater number of months during
the study than those who did not
believe they could leave welfare. In
addition, individuals who were unem-
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Current welfare reform efforts, with their emphasis on forcing people to work, lack
the critical element of helping welfare recipients believe they can succeed. Helping
individuals acquire the skills they need to leave welfare can aid them in successfully
making the transition to working environments.

2 At the time this article went to press, data for the
number of hours worked at time3 (the one-year
follow-up) was not available. 



ployed at the beginning of the study
and had higher self-sufficiency self-
efficacy were working more hours at
time2. The current emphasis on making
participants work may lack the crucial
element of helping participants believe
that they have the ability to succeed,
both at work and in life. An interven-
tion that incorporated a program of
personal encouragement along with
teaching individuals the skills they
need to leave welfare may help welfare
participants believe they can truly make
the transition to working environ-
ments. Some intervention work has
already focused on self-efficacy, but
perhaps not enough. 

Goal commitment (i.e., commit-
ment to getting a job) was also related
to the number of hours worked at time2
by welfare recipients who were unem-
ployed at the beginning of the study.
Experts in the field of psychology sug-
gest that a combination of specific,
moderately difficult goals and perform-
ance feedback increases goal commit-
ment, which in turn is related to higher
performance. It is possible an interven-

tion that organizes long-term job and
self-sufficiency goals into difficult and
specific subgoals, and that provides reg-
ular feedback, may also increase goal
commitment among welfare partici-
pants. This in turn may produce desired
outcomes such as increased hours
worked by welfare recipients and
increased numbers of individuals exit-
ing the welfare system.

Higher achievement motivation was
found to be associated with fewer
months sanctioned, but did not have a
significant relationship with other out-
come variables. This finding is some-
what encouraging because achievement
motivation is believed to be a stable
personality trait, and therefore is not as
susceptible to intervention efforts as are
other personality traits or behaviors.

A nonpsychological variable that is
amenable to change and that was found
to be important in this study is car reli-
ability. Both popular press accounts and
recent reports by individuals who have
successfully left the welfare system have
indicated that inadequate transporta-
tion remains one of the most daunting

obstacles to lasting self-sufficiency and
improved incomes for welfare recipi-
ents. In this study, when holding other
variables constant, a one-point increase
in car reliability (measured on a scale
where 1 means “no car available to me”
and 4 means “I have access to a very
reliable car”) was found to be associated
with not requiring MFIP assistance for
an additional one-third of a month for
the full sample of study participants,
and with working two more hours per
week among the previously unem-
ployed subsample. Programs designed
to help transport individuals to jobs
could make a considerable difference in
helping individuals make the transition
from welfare to work.

Considering the surplus of federal
funds earmarked for welfare programs
(for example, Minnesota reportedly has
an excess of $223 million allotted by
the federal government for the state’s
welfare system), programs designed to
implement self-efficacy, goal commit-
ment, and transportation interventions
may be a wise investment.

Future Research Directions
As we reach the halfway point in the
new five-year limit on receiving welfare
benefits, the search for trends in welfare
receipt and predictors of welfare out-
comes becomes even more critical.
Although we found several interesting
predictors of the welfare-to-work out-
comes we examined in this study, we
still have a great deal to learn and
understand about predicting welfare
outcomes. It is clear there are other pos-
sible barriers to leaving the welfare sys-
tem that have not been adequately
studied, including alcohol and drug
abuse, domestic violence, and the lack
of “soft skills” important for successful
employment (e.g., punctuality and
anger management). Studies of job
retention, coping skills, and job
advancement among welfare recipients
who find jobs would also be useful, par-
ticularly if they incorporated additional
variables such as employer flexibility
and support. In conclusion, despite all
that we know about demographic, situ-
ational, and psychological variables in
predicting welfare outcomes, further
research is needed if we are to more
fully understand the factors associated
with successful or unsuccessful transi-
tions from welfare to work.

Amy Stellmack is a recent graduate of the
Ph.D. program in industrial and organiza-
tional psychology at the University of
Minnesota. The study described in this

DECEMBER 2000   13

Psychological Factors in Welfare-to-Work
Transitions 

Since the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
was passed in 1996, human services
organizations, policy makers, and
researchers have called for increased
understanding of the psychological
factors underlying successful welfare-
to-work transitions. This study exam-
ined three such variables: achievement
motivation, self-sufficiency self-
efficacy, and goal commitment.

Achievement motivation is a
measure of an individual’s motivation
to accomplish difficult tasks and their
willingness to put forth effort to work
toward distant goals. To assess
achievement motivation, participants
in this study were asked to respond
true or false to the following ques-
tions: “I like hard work,” “I keep
working on problems after others have
given up,” I don’t mind working while
other people are having fun,” “I
would rather do an easy job than a
hard job,” “It is important for me to
be good at the things I do,” “People
think that I am a hard worker,” “I will

work because I have to, not because I
like it,” “I usually try to do my very
best,” and “I like to do things that are
hard to do.”

Self-sufficiency self-efficacy repre-
sents an individual’s confidence in his
or her ability to become self-sufficient.
To measure self-sufficiency self-efficacy,
participants in this study were asked
to respond to the following questions
on a scale of 1 (not at all sure) to 3
(very sure): “How sure are you that
you will be able to keep a job for six
months?” “How sure are you that you
will be able to move up to a higher
paying job?” “How sure are you that
you will be able to stay off MFIP for
six months once you go off?”

Goal commitment is an individ-
ual’s determination to try, or keep try-
ing, to reach a specific goal. To assess
goal commitment, participants in this
study were asked to respond to the
following question on a scale of 1 (not
at all interested) to 5 (very interested):
“In (time1), how interested were you
in finding a job within six months?”



paper was used as the basis of her disser-
tation, titled “Situational and Psycholog-
ical Predictors of Successful Transitions
from Welfare to Work.” Amy is currently
employed as a research associate by
Personnel Decisions Research Institutes,
Inc., in Minneapolis.
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A
lthough Minnesota is famous
for many things, it is perhaps
best known for its abundant
lakes, as reflected in our state’s

nickname. Unfortunately, there is no
single government agency in Minnesota
responsible for coordinating or oversee-
ing management of the more than
10,000 lakes scattered throughout the
state. Instead, these precious natural
resources are managed by four different
state agencies—the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR), the Board of
Water and Soil Resources, the Pollution
Control Agency, and the Department of
Health—which often results in inconsis-
tent regulation and enforcement.
Consequently, responsibility for lake
management and protection frequently
falls to local lake associations, many of
which lack the information, tools, or
resources necessary to formulate and
implement effective lake management
plans. 

In 1997, the Minnesota Lakes
Association,

1
in cooperation with

CURA, received $270,000 in funding
from the Legislative Commission on
Minnesota Resources for the two-year
Sustainable Lakes Project. The goal of
the project was to assist local lake asso-
ciations in developing comprehensive
lake management plans for five pilot
lakes in Minnesota, and to use their
experiences to develop a sustainable
lake management planning tool that
other lake associations and communi-
ties could use for their own planning
purposes. Funding for the project ended
in June 1999 with the completion of
the five pilot lake plans, and the
Sustainable Lakes Planning Workbook: A
Lake Management Model was subsequent-

ly published by Minnesota Lakes
Association, in cooperation with CURA,
and with the support of the Minnesota
Board of Water and Soil Resources. 

This article offers an overview of the
Sustainable Lakes Project. First, we
explain the goals of, and participant
selection process for, the five pilot proj-
ects. Next, we discuss the nature of the
pilot projects themselves, including the
four primary phases of the sustainable
lakes approach to developing a compre-
hensive lake management plan. We
conclude by highlighting selected
results and outcomes of the five pilot
projects, and offering general observa-
tions about the Sustainable Lakes
Project.

Project Goals and Participant Selection
The Sustainable Lakes Project was
intended to strengthen local lake man-
agement efforts by providing lake asso-
ciations with the tools to create a strate-
gic vision for their lake; gather relevant
information about their lake and sur-
rounding watershed; assess existing lake

management resources and programs;
and establish concrete goals, priorities,
and policies for a comprehensive lake
management plan. The project was
developed around the general principles
of sustainable development, which
envisions a balance among environ-
mental protection, economic growth,
and human social needs. In the context
of lake management, sustainable devel-
opment is development that meets the
basic needs of all people, without com-
promising the ability of future genera-
tions to use and enjoy a high-quality
lake resource. 

In order to select participants for the
project, applications were solicited from
lake associations throughout the state
in 1997. Forty completed applications
were received by the October 15, 1997,
deadline, and the Minnesota Lakes
Association board of directors evaluated
each application based on the following
criteria:

level of support for and participation
in the lake association
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Sustainable Lakes Project: A Lake Management
Model for the Future 
by Paula West and George Orning

1 The Minnesota Lakes Association is a statewide
501(c)3 organization composed of lakeshore prop-
erty owners, lake associations, businesses, and citi-
zens who are dedicated to protecting and improv-
ing Minnesota’s lakes and the quality of lakeside
living. The association works at the local, region-
al, and state level to provide education on lake
protection, offer assistance to lakeshore property
owners’ groups, and support legislation that
improves the quality of Minnesota’s lakes.
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size of the lake watershed
diversity of land uses around the
lake
variety of threats to lake water
quality 
size of the lake 
level of recreational use of the lake
availability of good geographic and
water quality data for the watershed
type and extent of lakeshore devel-
opment

In addition, an effort was made to
select lakes that constituted a geograph-
ically representative sample of the
major lake regions of Minnesota. To
this end, one lake was chosen from
each of the following regions: 

Northeast: the relatively undevel-
oped arrowhead region, which
includes the bedrock lakes and Itasca
County
North Central: the low-density
development region that encompass-
es the area around Leech Lake and
the upper Mississippi River water-
shed
Central: the rapidly urbanizing cen-
tral lakes region centered around
Brainerd
West: the hilly “transitional” agricul-
tural zone stretching from Willmar
through Detroit Lakes
Metro Fringe: the rapidly expanding
suburban ring surrounding the
seven-county metropolitan region

Based on these criteria and geographic
considerations, the Minnesota Lakes
Association board of directors chose five
lakes and their corresponding lake asso-
ciations to participate in the project:
Deer Lake, Itasca County (Northeastern
Region); Kabekona Lake, Hubbard
County (North Central Region);
Whitefish Chain of Lakes, Crow Wing
County (Central Region); Clitherall
Lake, Otter Tail County (West Region);
Sugar Lake, Wright County (Metro
Fringe Region). The location of each
lake is shown in Figure 1.

Each pilot lake association was
extensively involved in the discussion
and planning process, and made a sig-
nificant commitment of time and
resources to the project. Participating
associations agreed to commit to a 12-
to 15-month process. They were asked
to choose one member to act as the
lead contact between CURA and the
lake association, and another member
to serve on the Sustainable Lakes
Project advisory committee. In addi-

tion, the associations identified and
involved stakeholders in the planning
process, helped to determine the scope
of information to be collected, assisted
with data collection and data analysis,
organized and participated in focus
groups and presentations, developed a
comprehensive lake management plan,
and agreed to implement the plan’s
objectives. 

The Pilot Projects
At the beginning of the five pilot proj-
ects, all participating lake associations
were asked to develop a broad, strategic
vision of what they wanted their lake to
look like 20 years from now. In addi-
tion, they were asked to determine
what needed to be accomplished to
achieve that vision, and to establish
both short-term and long-term goals
consistent with their vision. These
strategic visions served as a foundation
for the association to develop a sustain-
able lake management plan specific to
their own circumstances, needs, and
goals. 

Each lake association approached the
task of developing a lake management
plan in a slightly different manner. In all
cases, however, the lake management
planning process was community-based,
involving citizens, businesses, and
organizations directly or indirectly
affected by efforts to manage the lake
resource. In addition, the planning
process for all participating lake associa-
tions centered around three primary
objectives: 

to improve development and man-
agement practices of lakeshore prop-
erty owners 

to sustain and enhance resource pro-
ductivity, and improve the environ-
mental qualities and aesthetics of
each lake’s watershed
to enhance the quality of life of each
resident of and visitor to the water-
shed 

With the assistance of Sustainable
Lakes Project staff, each lake association
followed a general planning process
that consisted of four identifiable phas-
es: (1) collecting data about the lake
and surrounding watershed; (2) analyz-
ing and assessing the collected data; (3)
presenting the data to stakeholders and
resource managers for review, discus-
sion, and comment; and (4) creating a
comprehensive sustainable lake man-
agement plan. In most cases, this
process lasted approximately 18
months, due in part to the fact that the
Sustainable Lakes Project staff assisted
with all five pilot projects simultane-
ously. It is likely that an individual lake
association engaged in their own inde-
pendent lake management planning
effort could complete the planning
process in nine months to one year.

Phase One: Data Collection. One of
the most acute needs of lake associa-
tions is the need for accurate data.
Because the water quality and general
characteristics of a lake are related to
the quality and characteristics of the
surrounding watershed, access to data
on the watershed level is essential to
comprehensive planning efforts. Water
body or lake basin data (e.g., water
depth, fish types, and vegetation) are
also critical because they provide specif-
ic information about the health of the
lake’s ecosystem. Information on indi-
vidual land parcels is important to lake
management efforts because individual
land management practices directly
affect the quality of water in the lake.
Finally, lakeshore property owners’
observations and concerns about the
lake are significant because these indi-
viduals are most acutely aware of the
problems affecting and activities occur-
ring on the lake.

Watershed Maps. Building on the
assumption that water quality and land
use practices in a lake’s watershed are
directly related, physical resource data
were collected on soils, zoning, land
cover, the amount and type of develop-
ment, and other resource variables
within the pilot lake’s watershed.
Graduate student assistants involved
with the project worked with state and
county agencies to locate existing

16 CURA REPORTER   

Figure 1. Location of the Five Pilot
Lakes in the Sustainable Lakes Project
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watershed-level maps for these vari-
ables, and to collect missing data and
other information needed to create
maps in those instances where they did
not already exist. 

The data were then converted into a
set of 21 resource maps (see sidebar)
using geographic information system
mapping technology in a joint effort
among CURA, the St. Thomas Universi-
ty computer laboratory, and the Min-
nesota DNR. This effort represents the
first integrated and computerized
watershed-wide database created
through a cooperative venture among
state agencies, local governments, and
institutions of higher education. Exam-
ples of watershed maps are shown in
Figure 2 and Figure 3.

The resulting watershed maps served
as a key educational tool for the lake
associations. The maps helped to define
the neighborhood of water impact for
each lake, to demonstrate that every
piece of land has unique characteristics
that differentially affect lake water qual-
ity, and to identify specific land use
activities that impact the quality of
water runoff and in turn affect the
water quality of the lake. 
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Watershed Maps
Now Available for
All Watersheds in
Minnesota

As an outcome of the Sustainable
Lakes Project, the Minnesota Lakes
Association and the Science
Museum of Minnesota have collab-
orated to produce a set of 21
resource maps for all 7,000 minor
watersheds in Minnesota. The map
sets for any watershed can be
viewed at the Science Museum, and
both printed and electronic (PDF
format) versions of the whole set or
individual maps are available for
purchase. The cost for a full-color
atlas of 21 maps for a watershed is
$500, and the cost for 21 PDF map
images on disk is $400. To make an
appointment to view the maps, or
for information on purchasing print-
ed or electronic versions, contact
Daphne Karypis at the Science
Museum at (651) 221-2590 or
dkarypis@smm.org. 

Each map set includes the follow-
ing 21 resource maps for each water-
shed: 

Government Political Boundaries
Pre-Settlement Vegetation
Shaded Relief
Slope
Area Roughness
Geomorphology
Public Ownership
Water Features
Land Use
Forest Cover
Soils
Septic Tank Suitability
Groundwater Contamination

Potential
Erosion (runoff) Susceptibility and

Water Orientation
Scenically Attractive Areas
Scenically Attractive Private Land

within 1/4 Mile of a Road
Scenically Attractive Public Land

within 1/4 Mile of a Road
Scenically Attractive Public Land over

1/4 Mile from a Road
Possible Agriculture Irrigation Areas

on Private Land with Less than
Eight Percent Slope

Aerial Photography
United States Geographical Survey

Figure 2. Pine River Watershed Map
This watershed map of the Whitefish Chain of Lakes area depicts scenically attractive
private land within 1/4 mile of any roadway. Darker areas on the map correspond to
private land in the watershed that is located closer to a road. Because these areas are
more accessible, and therefore more likely to experience rapid development, such
information can significantly inform water and land management decisions.

Figure 3. Kabekona Lake Watershed Map
This watershed map depicts water
features—such as streams, swamps, and
marshes—for the Kabekona Lake water-
shed. Such information helps to demon-
strate that each watershed has unique
characteristics that differentially affect lake
water quality.



Lake Basin Data. Each pilot lake
received maps prepared by the
Minnesota DNR that identified various
characteristics of the lake basin itself,
including depth contours, aquatic vege-
tation growth, and high- and low-water
levels. Because the sustainable lakes
management model is based on land
use impacts to water quality, no specific
water quality data were collected.
Instead, existing data on water quality
gathered by the lake associations were
assimilated into the lake basin reports.

Lake basin data are important to
any comprehensive lake management
plan. For example, aquatic plant inven-
tories, when combined with depth con-
tours and water clarity measurements,
help lake associations better manage
important aquatic resources (such as
fish) by identifying where they are
located or threatened. High- and low-
water levels can impact everything from
real estate development and recreation
to weed growth and fish habitat, and
can inform both lake and lakeshore
resource management. 

Parcel Maps. The rationale for gath-
ering parcel data as part of the pilot
projects rested on several fundamental
assumptions about land use and land
management. In essence, each individ-
ual lakeshore property owner is a small-
scale land use manager who has control
over how their land is maintained. It
follows that if the quality of each indi-
vidual property owner’s management
practices can be improved, then collec-
tively the overall water quality and
landscape character of the lake can be
enhanced. Thus the importance of
parcel-level data. Without such infor-
mation, it would be hard to implement
practices that would reduce land use
impacts to the lake because most prob-
lems around the lake are solved one
parcel at a time. However, if each lake
association, working cooperatively with
their county government, develops and
maintains a database of parcel informa-
tion on every lakeshore property, they
have the ability to monitor each indi-
vidual parcel manager’s impact on the
lake, and to isolate and target for
change those land use practices that are
negatively affecting the lake. 

For the Sustainable Lakes Project,
information was collected on lakeshore
properties surrounding the five pilot
lakes, and real estate identification
codes were used to build a parcel data-
base of information for each lake.
Property information was obtained
from various county departments,
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Figure 4. Parcel Map with Accompa-
nying Parcel Photos
Parcel photographs taken from the water
are a key part of the data collection
process. They provide baseline informa-
tion about such things as septic system
conformance, dock type, dwelling
setbacks, lawn management practices,
and the state of shorelines for individual
land parcels. The photograph above
corresponds with Parcel A and the photo-
graph below with Parcel B in the parcel
map pictured here (left), which depicts
dwelling setbacks from the lake shoreline.
Parcel maps are useful tools because they
allow education and enforcement efforts
to be targeted at individual property
owners whose land management prac-
tices adversely affect the quality of the
lake. 



including the Management Information
Systems Department, the Assessor’s
Office, the Planning and Zoning
Department, and the Department of
Health. In some cases, the participating
lake associations already tracked parcel-
level information in a database. In
other cases, the lake associations col-
lected parcel information by photo-
graphing each lakeshore property, and
then relating these photographs back to
individual parcel records. 

Once these data were collected and
entered into a database, they were then
used to generate a series of parcel maps
for each pilot lake. These maps included
data on septic systems, private wells,
length of property shoreline, market
value of the property, type of home-
stead (residential or nonresidential),
and the county’s parcel identification
number. An example parcel map depict-
ing dwelling setbacks is shown in Figure
4, along with several photographs used
to assist in the creation of the map.

Along with lake basin and water-
shed information, parcel information
helped the pilot lake associations assess
the management needs of their lake
and determine what approaches to take
in planning for its sustainable future.
For example, using information on sep-
tic systems, education and enforcement
efforts could be targeted at parcels with
unsuitable soils for septic systems or
with systems that had not been
pumped on a regular schedule. The lake
association for Kabekona Lake mapped
lawn management, and identified prop-
erty owners whose lawn management
practices—for example, mowing to the
edge of the water—could negatively
impact the lake. They then targeted
these property owners and provided
education on better lawn and shoreline
management practices. By tracking such
things as the location of buildings,
property setbacks, wells, and septic
drain fields, parcel database maps can
also help county planning and zoning
offices ensure that the proper permits
have been obtained by landowners and
that shoreline ordinances are enforced. 

Lake User Survey. Another important
aspect of phase-one data collection was
obtaining information from lakeshore
property owners. The surveys included
questions about who used the lake, the
amount and type of use the lake
endured, land management practices on
the lake, perceived environmental prob-
lems affecting the lake, respondents’
demographic characteristics, and their
overall impression of the lake. Conduct-

ing a property owners’ survey is an easy
and inexpensive method to obtain such
information from the people who are
most familiar with the lake. In addition,
the survey can inquire about the ways
property owners think problems should
be addressed, and what management
actions they support or oppose. 

The Sustainable Lake Project staff
created various survey instruments to
gather information from property own-
ers.

2
Using the individual lake associa-

tions’ mailing lists, the surveys were
mailed to lake users and landowners on
the pilot lakes. Over 5,000 lakeshore
property owners were surveyed during
the course of the five pilot projects.
With the exception of one lake—Lake
Clitherall—the survey questions were
consistent across all the pilot lakes in
the project, and focused on what peo-
ple did on the lake itself. For the
Clitherall Lake survey, another set of
questions was included to determine
what land activities lake users and
landowners engaged in near the lake.
The surveys were piloted at Linwood
Lake in Anoka County, and survey
results were tabulated and analyzed by
the Cooperative Park Studies Unit in
the University of Minnesota’s College of
Natural Resources. 

Phase Two: Data Assessment. The
second phase of the Sustainable Lakes
Project involved the analysis and assess-
ment of the collected data in prepara-
tion for phase three, the presentation of
this information for public review and
comment. The goal of the project staff
was to package the information in such
a way that it could be easily presented
to and understood by a lay audience,
thereby maximizing the opportunity for
public discussion and input in the plan-
ning stage.

By combining the information from
the watershed maps, lake basin maps,
parcel maps, and lake users survey, it was
possible for the project staff to determine
a set of recommended issues for each
lake association to address. For each data
map, a bulleted analysis paragraph was
created, summarizing the information
contained in the map and highlighting
important findings or conclusions. The
data maps, analysis paragraphs, and list
of recommended issues were then pre-
sented to each association’s Sustainable
Lake Project committee, which exam-
ined the information in light of the lake
association’s preestablished vision and
goals for lake management. Professional
facilitators were used to help committee
members generate ideas for how to
address the problems and issues identi-
fied on the basis of the data, and achieve
their visions and goals. 
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2 Examples of the surveys used for the Clitherall
Lake pilot project can be found in appendix B of
the Sustainable Lakes Planning Workbook.

Because shoreland property owners are intimately familiar with the lake and its
problems, lake user surveys are an important data collection tool for lake manage-
ment planning.



Phase Three: Data Presentation.
Once the lake association committee
had reviewed the collected data, both
the data and a preliminary data assess-
ment were presented to lakeshore resi-
dents, lake users, and resource managers
for review, discussion, and comment.
These presentations were generally
made at the lake association’s annual
meeting, and were organized around
the same data maps, analysis para-
graphs, and list of recommended issues
presented to the lake association’s sus-
tainable lake committee. A professional
facilitator was used during these public
presentations, and attendees were
encouraged to ask questions, discuss the
data and information collected, com-
ment on issues of particular concern,
and devise potential solutions to
address these issues.

The type and size of the public pre-
sentations varied considerably from lake
to lake. For example, the Cross Lake
meeting was attended by over 400 peo-
ple, primarily lakeshore residents. At
Sugar Lake, people from throughout the
lake watershed were invited to attend
the meeting because the lake associa-
tion decided the issue concerned more
than just lakeshore residents. The meet-
ing was also broadcast to a much wider
audience on a local public broadcasting
system station. In nearly all cases, the
public presentation sessions were video-
taped, and the results of the discussions
were summarized in the lake associa-
tion’s next newsletter. 

Phase Four: Lake Management
Planning. The planning phase of the
Sustainable Lakes Project directly
involved members of the pilot lake asso-
ciations in developing a sustainable lake
management plan based on the data
collected in earlier phases of the project.
As with the data presentation sessions,
the nature of the planning sessions var-
ied from lake to lake. For example, those
who attended the data presentation ses-
sion for the Whitefish Chain concluded
that a special meeting for association
members was necessary to devise a lake
management plan, and a day-long facili-
tated meeting was held for this purpose.
In contrast, the association for Clitherall
Lake created a special subcommittee
charged with establishing a comprehen-
sive plan for the lake.

The sustainable lake management
plans created for each lake included
short-term and long-term goals that
could be quantitatively measured;
detailed plans of action, implementa-
tion timelines, and lists of responsible

actors; and commitments to review the
plans at regular intervals to assess
progress and realign goals as needed to
meet new challenges. Because each lake
is a unique environment, the details of
the plans differed from lake to lake.
However, all pilot plans included goals
and actions directed at shoreland devel-
opment, lake uses, water management,
and water quality. 

In addition to creating a framework
for managing individual lakes, the com-
prehensive plans often contributed to
integrated planning efforts with local
government officials. For example, the
lake association for Sugar Lake estab-
lished a cooperative arrangement with
the Wright County Environmental
Services Department to regularly update
the watershed and lake basin data, and
the county subsequently chose to use
the Sugar Lake plan as a model for the
management of other lakes in the area. 

Project Results and Outcomes
The Sustainable Lakes Project resulted
in a number of initiatives on the five
pilot lakes that were geared toward sus-
tainable lake management. In addition,
information gathered from the pilot
project data maps and property owner
surveys identified broader needs for suc-
cessful lake management statewide.
Finally, project staff gained valuable
insights into the Sustainable Lakes
Project itself. We discuss each of these
project results and outcomes in this sec-
tion.

Selected Lake Management Initia-
tives Resulting from the Project. The
following are examples of specific lake
management initiatives and goals on
each of the five pilot lakes that resulted
from participation in the Sustainable
Lakes Project:

Land cover, slope, and soils maps of
the Pine River Watershed are being
used to locate areas on the Whitefish
Chain of Lakes where development
easements can control land use and
protect water quality in the water-
shed. One of the missions of the
newly established Pine River
Watershed Protection Foundation is
to obtain development easements at
locations identified by the watershed
maps. 
Parcel maps of Kabekona Lake iden-
tified undeveloped shoreland parcels
with potential development prob-
lems. The lake association purchased
some parcels, and is looking at pur-
chasing others to prevent develop-

ment. As a result of the property
owner survey, a fisheries manage-
ment plan is a high planning priori-
ty. The Kabekona parcel database is
being used by the association to
track septic system maintenance by
keeping a record, by parcel, of when
the system was last pumped and
using the database to identify those
systems that need pumping on a
three year rotation. This information
has allowed the association to nego-
tiate lakewide pumping services, and
to explore the purchase or lease of
land to use as a “honey wagon”
dumping site. 
Parcel maps of Sugar Lake helped tar-
get specific parcels for better lawn
management, and identified the
need for more education on proper
shoreland lawn management. The
aquatic vegetation lake maps were
used to develop an aquatic vegeta-
tion management plan for the lake.
In addition, the association is
attempting to form a lake improve-
ment district to address sewer man-
agement. 
The Whitefish Chain, in cooperation
with Crow Wing County and the
city of Crosslake, has initiated an
assessment of over 2,000 septic sys-
tems. The association is also assisting
the county in updating its public
land management policy. 
Irrigation concerns were a major
focus of the lake plan for Clitherall
Lake. The association attempted to
control pivot irrigation near the
lake, lobbied for additional regula-
tion of irrigation in the county, and
monitored enforcement of shoreland
ordinances to ensure a proper set-
back on all new irrigation machinery
and feedlots. Additional goals
included developing a recreational
trail system and an enhanced fish-
eries management plan.

Key Findings Concerning Sustain-
able Lake Management. The Sustain-
able Lakes Project data maps and
property owner surveys identified a
number of critical needs for successful
lake management throughout the state
that might be incorporated into a state
funded Minnesota Lakes Initiative. The
most significant findings are listed
below.

Water quality and land use practices
in a lake’s watershed are directly
related. The most critical data for
effective lake management are not
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water quality data, but information
on land use and settlement patterns
within the watershed. In most
instances, a relatively small part of
the watershed has a major impact on
water quality. The crucial areas for
water quality include the land with-
in 1/8 mile of a lake, particularly
shoreline areas, steep slopes near
water, urbanized areas, and cultivat-
ed areas. 
Information gaps inhibit effective
lake management. There is no easily
used model that links water quality
data to land uses in a lake water-
shed. Soils maps are too detailed for
watershed-wide analysis, but not
detailed enough for use with individ-
ual parcels and structures. Among
state resource management agencies,
there is no standardized set of local
watershed boundaries across agency
or program lines. There are no sys-
tematic programs to regularly update
the information used in the
Sustainable Lakes Project. 
Intensive agricultural development
in a lake watershed is not always
compatible with good water quality.
Negative effects include well con-
tamination, aerial spraying of herbi-
cides and pesticides near residential
neighborhoods, and uncontrolled
runoff of contaminated water. Most
local and state zoning ordinances do
not contain special provisions for
water quality or public health pro-
tection from intensive agricultural
practices in shoreline areas. 
Parcel-based information is the most
important building block for effec-
tive long-term lake management.
Most decisions affecting lake quality
are made at the shoreland parcel
level by parcel owners. Parcel map-
ping is an essential component of
any state lake initiative, and such
mapping should be implemented at
the local county level. Better linkage
of assessor records to the parcel’s
physical characteristics can help
ensure that revenue streams from
lakeshore property continue to
exceed the costs of providing gov-
ernment services. 
Increased motorized recreation on
Minnesota’s lakes threatens the
peace and solitude valued by many
lakeshore property owners. Specific
problems generated by increased
motorized recreation include noise
pollution, unsafe operation of
motorized watercraft, and over-
crowding caused by excessive use of

motorized watercraft on summer
weekends and holidays. Currently,
no effective state policy or program
exists to manage surface water use.
Surface water use management
should be transferred from a service
division of the Minnesota DNR to an
operating division, such as Waters or
Trails/Waterways. More aggressive
enforcement of lake safety rules and
regulations is also necessary. 
Lakeshore property owners engage in
and desire more opportunities for
land-based recreation adjacent to
lakes. For example, there is a high
demand for walking and hiking
trails. More land-based recreational
opportunities in the vicinity of
major recreational lakes would sig-
nificantly reduce pressure on water
resources. 
Fish populations are threatened and
declining. The average time spent
per fish caught is increasing, fish
sizes are decreasing, and fewer indi-
viduals are catching greater percent-
ages of the total fish harvest. To
reverse this decline and improve
fishing, management strategies are
necessary, including stocking game
fish, controlling aggressive fish, lim-
iting fishing hours, restricting the
use of certain fishing equipment,
reducing bag limits, encouraging
catch-and-release practices, and pos-

sibly mandating the use of “barb-
less” hooks as has been done in the
Canadian province of Manitoba. 
Improper alterations to shorelines
and violations of lake zoning ordi-
nances are prevalent. Shoreland edu-
cation needs to be targeted to those
property owners whose land man-
agement practices need improve-
ment, as identified by the parcel
mapping process. Examples of
improper practices include place-
ment of septic systems on poorly
suited soil; inadequate septic system
operation and maintenance; lawn
management practices that result in
rapid nutrient runoff into lakes; and
removal of shoreline vegetation,
which contributes to erosion and
runoff. 
Lake water pollution is a serious con-
cern on heavily developed lakes.
Likely pollution sources include agri-
cultural runoff, lawn runoff, and
substandard or faulty septic systems. 

Key Findings about the Project.
Based on the five pilot projects,
Sustainable Lakes Project staff gained
valuable insights into the workings of
the project itself. First, development of
a comprehensive lake management
planning following the Sustainable
Lakes Project model requires a signifi-
cant commitment from lake association
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The critical areas for water quality include the land within 1/8 mile of a lake, par-
ticularly shoreline areas, steep slopes near water, and cultivated areas. Intensive
agricultural development in a lake watershed is not always compatible with good
water quality, and most zoning ordinances do not contain provisions to protect
water quality from the threats posed by intensive agricultural practices.



personnel in order to be successful.
Some of the associations involved in
the project made the necessary commit-
ment, while others did not. The ulti-
mate success of the pilot projects
depended in large part on the degree of
commitment achieved.

Second, the most successful plan-
ning process was achieved when there
was more than one champion of the
project on the lake association’s sustain-
able lakes committee. Because lake asso-
ciations are composed of volunteers,
there is often significant turnover
among membership. For the Sustainable
Lakes Project to succeed, however, con-
tinuity of leadership is essential.
Multiple champions can help ensure
that the necessary energy and commit-
ment are sustained for the duration of
the project. 

Finally, the Sustainable Lakes Project
was an iterative rather than linear
process. The model presented in the
Sustainable Lakes Planning Workbook
does not mirror the process followed by
any one lake that participated in the
project; rather, it attempts to represent
what the project staff learned from the
process. No single approach will work

for every lake or every lake association.
Accordingly, the workbook is a living
document, and should be viewed as a
heuristic device rather than an ideal
model that must be followed slavishly.
The workbook will best serve its intend-
ed purpose if individual lake associa-
tions add new ideas and adapt this
instrument to their individual needs. 

Conclusion
Minnesota’s decentralized lake manage-
ment structure, coupled with increasing
development and greater use of lake
resources, requires that lake associations
take on the critical role of coordinating
the management of their lake resources.
State and county agencies must work
closely with these local lake managers if
our most precious natural resources are
to be protected for the future enjoy-
ment of all Minnesotans. In addition,
local lake associations must make a
long-term commitment to effectively
manage their lakes and watersheds by
developing clear goals for watershed
and shoreline development, surface
water use management, and fish man-
agement. The Sustainable Lakes Project
and Sustainable Lakes Planning Workbook

provide important tools to help lake
associations and state and county agen-
cies achieve these goals.

Paula West is director of communications
for the Minnesota Lakes Association. She
has been active in lake management activ-
ities professionally and personally for over
20 years.

George Orning has extensive experi-
ence with lake management research
beginning 35 years ago as director of the
Lakeshore Development Study at CURA,
which led to the Minnesota Shoreland
Management Program and state classifica-
tion of all lakes in Minnesota for zoning
purposes. He has managed research and
policy in the Minnesota DNR Office of
Planning, served as research director for
the Legislative Commission on Minnesota
Resources, and taught land use planning
at the University of Minnesota. He has
also served on the board of directors of
the Minnesota Lakes Association. Orning
directed the Sustainable Lakes Manage-
ment Project with the assistance of
University of Minnesota graduate students
Chris Matthews, Ciara Schlichting,
Daphne Karypis, and Ben Oleson.
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To keep our readers up-to-date
about CURA projects, each
issue of the CURA Reporter fea-
tures a few capsule descriptions

of new projects underway. The projects
highlighted in this issue are new initia-
tives. In addition to accepting solicited
proposals for any of our existing pro-
grams, CURA supports many new proj-
ect ideas that fall outside our existing
program areas. Project proposals for
new initiatives are accepted from com-
munity or government agencies, facul-
ty, and students. The following new ini-
tiatives have been funded by CURA dur-
ing the past few months:

� Hennepin County African-
American Men Project. At the direc-
tion of the County Board of
Commissioners, and with continuing
support from CURA, the Hennepin
County Administration is conducting
an on-going, in-depth study of African-
American males between the ages of 18
and 30. Based on community forums,
focus groups, personal interviews, and
consultation with key community
members, the study examines seven
interrelated domains of well-being for
young African- American men: educa-
tion, economic status and employment,
mental and physical health,

criminal/judicial involvement, family
structure, housing, and community and
civic engagement. CURA funding sup-
ports a graduate student to assist with
research. The goals of the study are to
(1) develop a socio-economic profile of
African-American males ages 18–30 in
Hennepin County, (2) understand the
social and economic forces that produce
unfavorable outcomes for these men,
(3) identify and make recommendations
concerning those arenas in which the
county can positively influence the
quality of life for African-American
men, (4) determine to what degree the
county’s current policies and resource

Project Awards
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allocations can address the issues these
men face, and (5) make recommenda-
tions to improve the measurable out-
comes and effectiveness of county pro-
grams serving African-American men.
This information will assist Hennepin
County Board members and various
county departments in developing cost-
effective policies and services to
enhance opportunities and improve the
quality of life for African American
males in Hennepin County. 

� Minnesota Fair Housing Center’s
Impediments to Fair Housing Choice
Project. The Minnesota Fair Housing
Center (MFHC) is a community-based
nonprofit organization that attempts to
prevent discrimination in housing and
promote the building of inclusive com-
munities throughout Minnesota by
means of research, education, and advo-
cacy. The Citizens’ Analysis of
Impediments to Fair Housing Choice
Project is intended as a complementary
effort to an official fair housing analysis
currently being sponsored by the
Metropolitan Council. Because such
official analyses frequently ignore the
perspectives of tenants, the citizens’
analysis will actively involve neighbor-
hood organizations, housing advocacy
agencies, civil rights groups, and
racial/ethnic associations. Working with
the MFHC staff and community group
representatives, a graduate student will
research best practices from other com-
munities, monitor official meetings of
the Met Council’s analysis project and
act as a liaison to facilitate community
input, organize community forums to
identify impediments to fair housing,
assemble community input and draft a
statement for transmission to policy
makers, and staff the community-based
working group responsible for oversee-
ing the project. The citizens’ analysis
will attempt to (1) provide an alterna-
tive assessment that local communities
and policy makers can use to evaluate
the Met Council study, (2) enable
activists, organizers, and community
members to identify for themselves
impediments that hamper housing
choice, and (3) facilitate the transmis-
sion of information and informed opin-
ion that might otherwise be neglected
by community planners and adminis-
trators who lack direct ties to the com-
munity and to representative groups.

� Self-Employment among Displaced
United Defense Workers. This project
will assess the entrepreneurial activities
of workers dislocated by the recent
downsizing at the United Defense facili-
ty in Fridley. The 227 workers affected
by downsizing were long-term employ-
ees, most within 10 years of retirement.
Roughly two-thirds already had skills
necessary to pursue self-employment
opportunities, and others were involved
in training programs that provided
them an avenue for self-employment. A
United Defense Special Separation
Program also provided funds to assist
some workers with self-employment
opportunities. CURA is supporting a
faculty member and a community
researcher to fund survey research for
the project. Based on questionnaires
and personal interviews, the study will
examine the difficulties displaced work-
ers encountered in initiating and pursu-
ing self-employment options.
Specifically, the project will focus on the
United Defense workers’ interest in self-
employment, the support and technical
business assistance that interested work-
ers received, and the success rate among
those who pursued an independent busi-
ness venture. The project will also
attempt to determine the factors that
contributed to self-employment success
and failure, and the usefulness of similar
self-employment programs to the state
of Minnesota.

� Minnesota HOME Line Tenant
Hotline Service. HOME Line is a small,
nonprofit organization that provides
services to Minnesota tenants, most of
whom are low-income residents. The
organization operates a tenant hotline,
provides legal representation for tenants
facing eviction, maintains a high school
presentation program that teaches stu-
dents the basics of becoming a renter,
organizes tenants of subsidized build-
ings threatened with conversion to
market rents by withdrawal from feder-
al housing assistance programs, and
engages in policy advocacy around low-
income housing issues. The Tenant
Hotline Service Project involves expand-
ing the service area of the organiza-
tion’s hotline from suburban Hennepin
County to the entire state of
Minnesota. The goal of the expansion
project is to create a database that
includes the following information: the

location of county courthouses
throughout the state; a list of which
cities have housing codes, as well as a
summary of what each city’s code
encompasses; names and phone num-
bers of housing code officers in each
city; names, addresses, and phone num-
bers for agencies throughout the state
that offer emergency financial assis-
tance to low-income families; and the
addresses and phone numbers of legal
aid offices in Minnesota. An undergrad-
uate work study student will work with
HOME Line to research materials for
and input them into the database.

� Minneapolis Tax-Increment
Financing Project. Tax-increment
financing (TIF) is a technique used by
local governments to finance an
improvement project from the revenue
that is expected to be generated by the
project. The revenue to fund the project
is generated by increasing the assessed
value of the developed property (and
sometimes surrounding properties)
attributable to the improvement proj-
ect.  Although TIF allows municipalities
to creatively finance development proj-
ects, it may also promote increased
demand for public services and may
cause local governments to lose out on
the growth in tax base that would have
occurred without TIF. The city of
Minneapolis has frequently used TIF as
a funding strategy, but has come under
increasing criticism over whether the
method has been used appropriately.
This study, funded jointly by CURA and
the Minneapolis Planning Department,
evaluates the revenue effects and
expenditure effects of tax-increment
financing in Minneapolis. Funding will
support a faculty member with expert-
ise in tax-increment financing to review
the academic literature regarding TIF,
compile an annotated bibliography of
TIF resource materials for use by the
Minneapolis Planning Department, col-
lect and analyze property tax records
from Hennepin County and the
Minneapolis Community Development
Agency, and develop a deterministic
simulation model that the city of
Minneapolis can use to assess the finan-
cial effects of proposed TIF projects.
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Sustainable Lakes
Project Workbook
Available
The results of the Sustainable Lakes Project, a cooperative
effort of CURA and the Minnesota Lakes Association, are
now available in workbook format. The Sustainable Lakes
Planning Workbook: A Lake Management Model contains
detailed descriptions of the model process for lake manage-
ment planning, including instructions for conducting a
lakeshore property owners’ survey, sample survey instru-
ments, summaries of the five pilot lake management plans,
an appendix on data assessment, a list of resource agencies
for lake management, and a series of articles on land use
impacts on water quality. A spiral-bound printed copy of the
workbook can be purchased from the Minnesota Lakes
Association for $25 (including shipping) by calling (218)
825-1909 or (800) 515-LAKE. The workbook is also available
online (PDF format) at http://www.mnlakesassn.org.

New Publication
from CURA
Sovereignty: The Heart of the Matter. Edited by Esther
Wattenberg. 2000. CURA and the Center for Advanced
Studies in Child Welfare. CURA 00-4. 51 pp. Free.

A summary of the proceedings of a symposium held on
May 17, 2000, at the University of Minnesota’s Earl
Brown Continuing Education Center. The symposium
focused on the interface between the Indian Child
Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1978, which attempts to ensure
that American Indian children are not separated from
their cultural heritage by the child welfare system, and
the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1997,
which requires that a safe and permanent home be pro-
vided for each child within a specific timeframe. The
proceedings include an overview of ICWA and ASFA
from local, state, and national perspectives; a discus-
sion of the concept of sovereignty in relation to ICWA;
a roundtable on the relationship between tribal and
state courts; and a consideration of best practices from
the field. To order, call the Center for Advanced Studies
in Child Welfare at (612) 624-4231. This publication
will soon be available online (PDF format) at
http://ssw.che.umn.edu/cascw/.


