
Charter schools—which are a
Minnesota invention—have been
alternately hailed as the promise,

and derided as the scourge, of public
education in the United States.
Although the specifics vary by state,
charter schools receive public funds,
money that, as both opponents and
proponents point out, otherwise would
have gone to traditional public schools.
For charter school advocates, this poten-
tial loss of funds should encourage
public schools to become better
competitors in the new educational
marketplace. For opponents, the loss of
funds adds another strain to an already
strained system. What proponents and
detractors have both ignored, however,
is that money, although obviously
important, is only one of the resources
required for an effective public school.
Parental involvement is also critical, not
only to individual student achievement
but also to the effective functioning of
the schools. This article takes a closer
look at the effects of charter school
reforms on principals’ attempts to reach
out to their parent community and the
parental responses to these efforts.

This report is part of a larger project
examining the impact of recent educa-
tional reform initiatives in Minnesota on
leadership within the public schools,
focusing primarily on school choice and
the No Child Left Behind Act. The
project, which involved surveys of and
interviews with Minnesota public school
principals, was made possible through a
Faculty Interactive Research Program
grant from CURA. The data for this
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article come from the Minnesota Schools
Survey, a mailed survey that was
conducted in association with the
University’s Minnesota Center for Survey
Research (a program of CURA) during
November and December of 2003 and
with the assistance of the Minnesota
Association of Secondary School Princi-
pals and the Minnesota Elementary
School Principals’ Association.

The Promise of Charter Schools
As their name implies, charter schools
are accountable primarily to their char-
ters or founding documents rather than
to the school district or state bureau-
cracy, thus they are free from many of
the regulatory and collective bargaining
constraints that traditional public
schools face. At present, there are more
than 2,500 charter schools operating in

39 states serving nearly 700,000 students.
In Minnesota, 88 charter schools are
currently in operation with a total enroll-
ment of roughly 14,000 students.

To date, there has been no systematic
research demonstrating that students in
charter schools learn more than students
in traditional public schools. In fact,
recent studies have challenged some of
the academic promise of charter schools.
One study just completed by the
Minneapolis school district found that
students in the city’s traditional public
schools were actually doing better than
students in the district’s charter schools.
A Wisconsin study showed that charter
schools in Milwaukee were doing no
better than traditional public schools at
ameliorating the troubling and
persistent achievement gap between
minority and nonminority students. Just
recently, the State University of New
York recommended that New York’s first
three charter schools not be renewed
because of lack of academic success and
poor organization, a finding that may
not bode well for the future of the state’s
other 50 charters, all of which are due to
be evaluated in the next few years.1

For opponents, these results suggest
that charter schools may not be worth
the effort given the risks they pose to
traditional public schools. According to
advocates, the lack of data supporting
significant achievement gains is due
mainly to the fact that charter schools
often serve students who have not done
well in traditional public schools. In
addition, advocates point to the high
levels of parent satisfaction with charter
schools, although some research
suggests that even these benefits fade
within the first year.

Like voucher programs—their private
school cousins—charter schools were
never only about the students who
attend them. Rather, the hope has always
been that charter schools will spur inno-
vation and change through competition,
driving traditional public schools to
improve their services. By turning
parents into customers, the argument
goes, public schools will become more
customer-oriented. With more than 90%
of K–12 students in the United States still
attending traditional public schools (as
opposed to 1% attending charter
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Harvest Prep charter school in north Minneapolis. Advocates argue that charter
schools spur innovation and change through competition, driving traditional public
schools to improve their services.
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1 Allie Shah, “Charter Schools Get Lower Marks,”
Star Tribune, 12 November 2003, B1; “Fourth Grade
Achievement Gap in Charter Schools Mirrors MPS,”
Public Policy Forum Research Brief, 16 December
2003; and David M. Herszenhorn, “Report Faults
New York’s First 3 Charter Schools,” The New York
Times, 13 January 2004, A1.



schools), any widespread benefits from
charter schools must be grounded in the
positive effects they have on noncharter
schools.2

Surprisingly, there has been little
systematic research on the critical ques-
tion of how charter schools affect
noncharter public schools. Most of the
work that has been done has been
limited to observational studies, which
have found that the responses by tradi-
tional public schools have been mostly
symbolic rather than substantive and
that any large-scale, programmatic
changes in the public schools are
hampered by poor communication
between charter and noncharter
schools. The problem with these
studies, however, is that they have been
looking too far down the causal chain
for the benefits or costs of charter
schools and have therefore failed to ask
a basic—and critical—question about
the effects of charter schools on the
performance of traditional public
schools: Do charter schools lead to a
different, and more customer-focused,
approach to leadership within the
public schools? Any larger systematic
benefits must be predicated on an affir-
mative answer to this question.

Findings from the
Minnesota Schools Survey
The results of the Minnesota Schools
Survey lead to two main findings. One
of these findings supports the potential
benefits of charter schools, whereas the
other raises serious questions about the
long-term impact of charter schools,
particularly as the number of such
schools grows. Charter schools do lead
to a more customer-focused public
school principalship, both in the charter
schools themselves and in traditional
public schools that face competition
from them. However, this increased
attention to customers may drain the
most active and involved parents away
from traditional public schools and
toward charter schools. Given this often
ignored resource drain, optimistic
claims about a charter school–induced
bureaucratic reinvigoration in tradi-
tional public schools may be premature.

Survey questionnaires were sent to
1,434 public and charter school principals

in Minnesota in November and
December of 2003. When an individual
principal was responsible for more than
one school, a survey was sent to only one
of the schools. The response rate was
very high, with slightly less than 70% of
those principals surveyed responding
during the study period. A smaller
percentage of charter school principals
responded to the survey, primarily
because charter schools are more likely to
have one principal overseeing separate
“schools” within the same building, as
well as the fact that many Minnesota
charter schools are run by teams.

This report focuses on the effects of
Minnesota’s charter schools on leader-
ship, outreach, and parental involve-
ment in charter schools and traditional
public schools. The analysis is based on
a comparison of principals’ views of
their own leadership, and parental
response to that leadership, according
to the status of the school—that is,
whether the school is a charter school,
a traditional public school located in a
district where charter schools operate,
or a traditional public school located in
a district where no charter schools are
in operation. This approach makes it
possible to look for unique patterns in
leadership, outreach, and parental
response not only in charter schools
but also in those traditional public
schools that face competition from
charter schools (or at least potential

competition if the grade ranges of the
schools do not overlap).

The findings are presented here as
simple statistical means—average
responses to various questions in the
survey grouped by the three categories
outlined above. Each of these basic
analyses, however, was accompanied by
more advanced statistical tests (probit
and ordered probit regression analysis)
to verify that observed differences
among the three groups of principals
were not due to some other unobserved
characteristic of the school, its prin-
cipal, or its students. The more detailed
analyses controlled for the size of the
school, its grade range, the percentage
of students who are of minority
ethnicity, the percentage of the student
body that receives free lunches, the
percentage of students who are classi-
fied as having limited English profi-
ciency, and the school principal’s
education and experience. For each of
the tables in this report, I note the find-
ings of the more advanced regression
analyses (shown as confidence inter-
vals, a term that will be explained
below). In addition, I repeated each
analysis after deleting Minneapolis and
St. Paul schools from the sample to
verify that characteristics unique to the
Twin Cities were not driving the results
(given that every public school prin-
cipal in the Twin Cities is, at least theo-
retically, faced with a charter school).
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Both charter and traditional public school principals consider parental involvement
most useful in setting performance standards, establishing curriculum, and creating
discipline policy.

2 Many students, including those in Minneapolis,
have the opportunity to choose schools in adja-
cent districts. Although these programs also pro-
vide competitive pressures on the public schools,
the focus for this research report is on the effects
of the statewide charter school legislation.



In all cases, the substantive conclusions
were unchanged.

Charter school reforms are associ-
ated with a more mission-centered and
customer-focused leadership style on
the part of public school principals.
Table 1 shows the responses of princi-
pals to questions about how they spend
their scarcest resource—their time. 
Individual principals were asked to rate
how much time they spent on each of
seven activities within the past month:
facilitating the school’s mission, super-
vising faculty, guiding the curriculum,
building relationships with the parent
community, maintaining the physical
security of students and staff, managing
facilities, and completing administra-
tive tasks. Principals were asked to rate
time spent on these activities on a 
5-point scale, with 1 representing
“none or almost none,” and 5 repre-
senting “a great deal.” Table 1 presents
the mean (average) scores for each of
the three groups of principals in ques-
tion, along with a confidence interval
around the mean score. A confidence
interval may be thought of as a “band of
uncertainty” around a value, which
allows one to account for the uncer-
tainty inherent in sampling only a
portion of the target population (even
when the response rate is quite high, as
it was in this study). When the confi-
dence intervals associated with the
values for a particular variable do not
overlap between two different compar-
ison groups, then one can conclude
with more confidence that the values
reported really do differ statistically
between the two groups in question.

As is evident in Table 1, charter
schools are associated with a principal-
ship that is more focused on achieving
the school’s mission, as well as reaching
out to the parent community. Both
charter school principals and principals
of public schools facing competition
from charter schools report spending a
relatively higher percentage of their
time on achieving the school’s mission
and reaching out to the parent commu-
nity than do principals of public school
not facing competition from charter
schools. Charter school principals also
report spending more time guiding the
curriculum and significantly less time
having to maintain the physical security
of students and staff than either of the
groups of noncharter public school
principals. Because of the much smaller
sample of charter school principals, the
confidence intervals for these variable
do overlap. However, the results of the

regression analyses showed that the
observed differences in mission
emphasis and parent focus for all groups
were statistically significant, as was the
finding that charter school principals
spend less time than their counterparts
managing facilities and maintaining
physical security. It is important to note
that the mean scores for total time
spent on all activities do not vary signif-
icantly by the type of the school. In
other words, it is not merely the case
that charter school principals or public
school principals in charter school
districts feel more time pressures than
their counterparts who lack charter
school competition. Rather, these prin-
cipals, whether by choice or necessity,
spend more time on those aspects of
leadership that are associated with
achieving the school’s mission and

reaching out to the parent community
and less time on those activities not
central to mission and outreach.

Charter schools are associated with
principals viewing parental involvement
as more useful across a range of school
policies and activities. Data from the
Minnesota Schools Survey show that the
increased attention to building relation-
ships with parents that is brought about
by charter schools is also accompanied
by a belief that parental involvement is
useful. These attitudinal differences are
important because increased customer
awareness is useful only if customers are
valued for their involvement. Table 2
compares perceptions of principals in
the three types of schools concerning
the utility of parental involvement in six
school policy areas: setting performance
standards, establishing curriculum,
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Table 1. Minnesota School Principals’ Perceptions of Time Spent on Leadership
Activities

Source: Minnesota Schools Survey

Note: Numbers in boldface type represent the statistical mean (average) among all responses in that category.
Numbers in parentheses represent 95% confidence intervals around the mean scores. 

* Respondents were asked the following question: “During the past month, about how much of your time was
spent on the following activities,” where 1 = none or almost none, 2 = slightly less time than other activities,
3 = about as much time as other activities, 4 = slightly more time than other activities, and 5 = a great deal of time.

Public school Public school Charter school
principals principals principals

Time spent . . .* in noncharter in charter
school districts school districts

Facilitating 2.83 3.43 3.45
achievement of the (2.75–2.92) (3.29–3.57) (3.10–3.80)
school’s mission

Supervising faculty 3.02 3.26 2.96
(2.95–3.10) (3.14–3.37) (2.60–3.25)

Guiding development 2.72 2.84 3.06
of the curriculum (2.64–2.80) (2.71–2.96) (2.61–3.51)

Building relationships 3.14 3.28 3.46
with the parent (3.08–3.20) (3.18–3.39) (3.17–3.76)
community

Maintaining the 3.20 3.17 2.85
physical security of (3.12–3.28) (3.05–3.29) (2.52–3.17)
students and staff

Managing facilities 3.05 2.99 2.85
(2.97–3.13) (2.87–3.12) (2.47–3.24)

Completing 3.90 3.97 3.95
administrative tasks (3.83–3.97) (3.86–4.08) (3.65–4.25)

Mean score on 3.12 3.27 3.22
all activities (3.09–3.16) (3.12–3.34) (3.00–3.46

Number of 620 262 39
respondents (n)



hiring teachers, evaluating teachers,
setting discipline policy, and deciding
how to spend the budget. These assess-
ments were again based on a 5-point
scale, with 1 indicating that parental
involvement “limits (my influence) very
much,” and 5 indicating that parental
involvement “enhances (my influence)
very much.”

For all principals, both charter and
noncharter alike, parental involvement
is considered most useful in those areas
of school policy that more directly affect
the standards toward which students
should aspire, the curriculum that serves
to get them there, and the discipline
policy that keeps them focused on that
effort. There are also interesting and
potentially important differences among
the three groups of principals on those
aspects of parental involvement that go
beyond traditional volunteering. Both
charter school principals and noncharter
school principals facing competition are
more positive about parental involve-
ment on issues that directly relate to
school governance, including personnel
and budget issues. These results, which
were also borne out by the more
advanced statistical analysis, indicate
that charter schools can induce a
customer-centered approach on mean-
ingful issues of school governance, not
just by encouraging parents to volunteer
time, energy, or cookies.

Charter schools are associated with
greater parental outreach efforts. Atti-
tudinal differences, although worth
noting, are relevant only if they are
accompanied by behavioral differences.
It may be inconsequential, in other
words, whether principals are more
customer-focused or parent-friendly if
there are no accompanying organiza-
tional changes that facilitate greater
parental involvement. Table 3 presents
data on the percentage of principals
who reported offering parents a chance
to participate in three ways: by volun-
teering, by helping to govern the
school, and by helping to spend the
school budget. Most principals reported
offering these options to parents. Of
interest is not the level of participation
principals reported offering to parents,
or whether these reports are completely
accurate, but rather if there are mean-
ingful differences among the three types
of schools in the opportunities available
for parents to participate.

Interestingly, charter school princi-
pals appear to be slightly less likely to
offer parents an opportunity to volun-
teer than are principals at noncharter
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Table 2. Minnesota School Principals’ Perceptions of the Utility of Parental
Involvement

Source: Minnesota Schools Survey

Note: Numbers in boldface type represent the statistical mean (average) among all responses in that category.
Numbers in parentheses represent 95% confidence intervals around the mean scores.

* Respondents were asked the following question: “To what extent does parental involvement limit or enhance
your influence on the following policy areas at this school,” where 1 = limits very much, 2 = limits somewhat, 3
= no effect, 4 = enhances somewhat, and 5 = enhances very much.

Public school Public school Charter school
Utility of parental principals in principals in principals
involvement in . . .* noncharter charter school

school districts districts

Setting performance 3.45 3.54 3.89
standards at (3.39–3.51) (3.45–3.63) (3.59–4.09)
this school

Establishing curriculum 3.41 3.40 3.69
at this school (3.37–3.47) (3.31–3.47) (3.41–3.97)

Hiring teachers at 3.04 3.22 3.51
this school (3.00–3.08) (3.13–3.30) (3.21–3.81)

Evaluating teachers 3.01 3.11 3.25
at this school (2.96–3.06) (3.03–3.20) (2.98–3.53)

Setting discipline 3.54 3.54 3.67
policy at this school (3.48–3.61) (3.45–3.63) (3.37–3.96)

Deciding how your 3.09 3.39 3.38
school budget  (3.04–3.13) (3.29–3.49) (3.08–3.68)
will be spent

Mean score on 3.26 3.36 3.56
all areas (3.23–3.30) (3.31–3.42) (3.34–3.78)

Number of 636 263 39
respondents (n)

Table 3. Minnesota School Principals’ Self-Reported Willingness to Offer Parents
Opportunities to Participate

Source: Minnesota Schools Survey

Note: Numbers in boldface type represent the statistical mean (average) among all responses in that category.
Numbers in parentheses represent 95% confidence intervals around the mean scores.

Willingness to offer Public school Public school Charter school
parents the principals in principals in principals
opportunity to . . . noncharter charter school

school districts districts

Volunteer 95% 98% 91%
(93–96) (96–100) (91–100)

Participate in school 82% 93% 97%
governance (79–85) (89–96) (91–100)

Participate in 76% 86% 92%
budget decisions (72–79) (81–90) (83–100)

Number of respondents (n) 651 270 38



schools. However, this apparent differ-
ence is somewhat misleading because
charter schools are more likely to be
high schools, which typically provide
fewer volunteer opportunities than do
elementary and middle schools. This
apparent difference disappeared in the
regression analyses that controlled for
school grade level and other school,
student, and principal characteristics.

What did not disappear when
controlling for these other factors is the
fact that principals at charter schools,
and at public schools that compete with
charter schools, are more likely to offer
parents a chance to participate in school
governance and budget decisions. These
results confirm that the attitudinal
changes toward parental participation
reported in Table 2 carried over into
action. Charter school principals and
principals at schools facing competition
from them are more parent-focused, feel
that parents are more influential, and
back up those perceptions through
increased opportunities for parental
involvement.

Charter schools appear to be
siphoning the most active parents from
traditional public schools. The
evidence presented so far paints a
rather optimistic portrait of
Minnesota’s charter school reforms. 
It appears that these reforms are associ-
ated with more customer-focused and
customer-friendly public institutions,
both at the charter schools themselves
and at noncharter public schools facing
competition from charter schools.
However, the final piece of the puzzle—
the actual parental response to these
outreach efforts—provides reason to be
much less hopeful. Although charter
schools appear to be enjoying an
increased level of parental participa-
tion, it also appears that these gains
may be coming about because the most
active parents are being siphoned off
from noncharter public schools in the
same districts.

Table 4 presents data on trends in
actual parental participation at all three
types of schools. For each group, the
probabilities that parental participation
is increasing significantly, increasing,
decreasing, or decreasing significantly
are presented, controlling for other vari-
ables. Among charter school principals,
70% report a favorable trend in parental
involvement, whereas very small
percentages report a decrease. Unfortu-
nately, public school principals in
charter school districts report a worse
situation than do principals at schools

not facing competition from a charter
school. Public school principals facing
competition are more likely to report
that parental involvement is decreasing
in their school, findings that are
confirmed by the regression analyses.
Because these results are based on prin-
cipals’ perceptions, they do not, by
themselves, prove that this phenom-
enon is taking place. However, other
studies have demonstrated that it is
precisely the most active parents who
choose to participate in experimental
programs such as charter schools. More-
over, these results are consistent with a
process in which the most active
parents in districts with charter schools
have exited noncharter public schools
at the same time that principals in those
schools are trying harder to keep their
remaining parents involved.

The concern is that Minnesota’s
traditional public schools are reporting
lower levels of parental involvement—
in spite of the fact that they are making
more efforts to involve their parent
communities—because of the departure
of more active and involved parents.
This is a type of resource drain that has
not been discussed very often; however,
it could have serious implications for
public schools. Active parents are the
ones to whom principals turn when
they try to implement a vision for their
school. Active parents are the first ones
who make the calls in the classroom
phone tree and the first ones to pressure
their principals to improve services.

Of course, parental involvement is not
always beneficial, and a school can
have too much of it. However, the argu-
ment that there will be systemic bene-
fits from competition within a school
district assumes the existence of aware
and involved customers. The results in
Table 4 suggest that Minnesota’s tradi-
tional public schools may be competing
in this new educational marketplace
with decreased parental, as well as
financial, resources.

Conclusion
The evidence from the Minnesota
Schools Survey is clear, but paints a
mixed picture of the effects of charter
schools in the state. Minnesota’s charter
schools are having positive effects, both
on the charter schools themselves and
on traditional public schools facing
competition from the charter schools.
These reforms appear to be accompa-
nied by an increased sense of customer
awareness on the part of public school
principals, as well as increased efforts to
nurture the parent community as a
valuable resource in the educational
enterprise. It is too early to write off
charter school reforms, therefore, even
though achievement gains have not
been demonstrated. The results of this
analysis support the continuation of the
charter school experiment.

However, the beneficial effects of
charter schools also come at a cost, one
which policy makers would be wise to
pay attention to, particularly as the
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Table 4. Minnesota School Principals’ Perceptions of Trends in Parental Involve-
ment in Their Schools

Source: Minnesota Schools Survey

Note: Predicted percentages are based on ordered probit regression results.

Percentage of Public school Public school Charter school
principals who principals in principals in principals
feel that . . . noncharter charter school

school districts districts

Parental participation 6% 4% 19%
at their school is 
increasing significantly

Parental participation 45% 37% 70%
at their school is 
increasing

Parental participation 2% 3% 0.4%
at their school is 
decreasing significantly

Parental participation 11% 15% 3%
at their school is 
decreasing



number of charter schools in Minnesota
continues to grow. The same competi-
tion that leads to more customer aware-
ness simultaneously siphons off the
parents that the public schools need
most in their efforts to attend to and
involve their community. It is not
merely a question of equity, in that it
may be unfair to deprive the public
schools of active parents. Research
clearly supports the beneficial effects of
parental involvement on the academic
achievement of students. More central
to this analysis, however, is the consid-
eration that the most active parents
(along with the principals themselves)
are going to be the drivers of change

within public schools. If the most
involved parents have left a traditional
public school for a charter school, then
it becomes more difficult to imagine
who exactly is going to put pressure on
public schools to improve and change.

The challenge for policy makers,
then, is to try to offer appropriate
support and incentives to public school
principals to increase attention to and
involvement of parents in meaningful
aspects of school policy. In a sense, the
goal is to emulate the positive aspects of
marketplace reforms without risking its
more destructive consequences. There-
fore, policy makers would be wise to
consider the possibility of supplementing

charter school reforms with efforts to
reward and support traditional public
school principals who take the same
steps toward a parent-friendly school as
do those principals who have been
compelled to by the force of the market-
place.
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Hope Academy charter school in St. Paul. The current study found that although
charter schools encourage greater parental outreach efforts and a more customer-
focused leadership style, they may also drain away the most active parents from
traditional public schools.
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Sometimes it is amazing even to
observers of public finance how fast
financial situations can change. In

November 2000, the Minnesota State
Economist released the official state
economic and budget projection. It
forecast a surplus for fiscal year 2001
(ending June 30, 2001) of just more
than $900 million. Further, it projected
a fiscal biennium 2002–2003 surplus of
$2.1 billion. Based at least in part on
these projections, Governor Jesse
Ventura proposed a $925 million sales
tax rebate and permanent income tax
cuts of $1.1 billion, both of which were
supported by the Republican-controlled
Minnesota House of Representatives. The
governor’s budget also contained trans-
portation measures supported by the
Democrat-Farm-Labor (DFL)–controlled

Senate totaling $500 million, along with
other spending increases of $1.49 billion.
The budget that ultimately passed
contained almost $800 million in rebates
along with $300 million in increased
transportation funding. Additionally, the
governor’s “Big Plan” tax reform
contained many provisions that perma-
nently reduced state and local revenues.

The economic optimism that charac-
terized the 2001 legislative session soon
changed. The annual economic and
budget projection released by the
Minnesota Department of Finance in
November 2001 projected a fiscal bien-
nium 2002–2003 deficit of more than
$2.1 billion and a fiscal biennium
2004–2005 deficit of $2.5 billion. Given
this sharp turnaround, Governor
Ventura proposed a package consisting

of net tax increases of $400 million,
one-time savings of $340 million,
spending cuts of $700 million, and use
of budget reserves from the state’s
“rainy day” fund totaling $650 million.
The Minnesota State Legislature finally
passed a budget proposal that used total
fund balances of $1.3 billion along with
$375 million in spending cuts and $130
million in one-time savings to close the
revenue gap, and then overrode the
governor’s veto of the proposal.

However, not even this magnitude
of budget changes could preclude the
deterioration of the state’s budget posi-
tion. By the time the November 2002
budget and economic forecast was
released, the state faced a $356 million
deficit for the current fiscal year
(FY2003), and a forecasted $4.56 billion

What Is the Optimal Level 
of Local Government Fund Balances?
by Kenneth A. Kriz

Photo by Steve Schneider
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deficit for fiscal biennium 2004–2005.
Newly elected governor Tim Pawlenty
faced very tough decisions when the
February 2003 forecast showed little
improvement in the deficit position.
Governor Pawlenty closed the FY2003
deficit by using budget reserves and
making some unallotments, along with
accepting some voluntary spending
cancelations. The governor’s response
to the projected deficit was a proposed
budget that included spending cuts of
approximately $2.7 billion from the
February 2003 forecast and revenue
increases of approximately $1.7 billion.
The bulk of the revenue increases was to
come from transferring in the balance
of the state’s tobacco settlement fund,
as well as some other funds. Only $200
million of the revenue increases repre-
sented permanent increases. The
spending cuts were heaviest in five
areas: health and human services, local
government aid, higher education,
K–12 education, and transportation.

The legislature made a few signifi-
cant changes in spending, shifting some
cuts away from local government aid
and health and human services, while
allowing K–12 education to suffer
deeper cuts. However, the general aim
and magnitude of the governor’s
proposals (heavy cuts from base budget
expenditures and the use of one-time
revenue enhancements) was main-
tained. Only with these massive
changes did the tide of red ink seem to
abate somewhat. When the Minnesota
Department of Finance released its most

recent budget forecast in November
2003, it projected only an additional
$185 million deficit for fiscal biennium
2004–2005 and a forecasted fiscal bien-
nium 2006–2007 deficit of $396 million.

The story of Minnesota is just one of
many stories of state budget woes that
have emanated from the nation’s recent
economic recession. Although the
2001–2002 recession is considered one
of the mildest in history, according to
the National Conference of State Legis-
latures’ State Fiscal Outlook for FY2002—
January Update, 39 states were forced to
make budget cuts or holdbacks. The
ability of states to draw on budget
reserves in the form of formal rainy day
funds or unreserved fund balances has
been a strong mitigating factor in the
battle for budget solvency. Through
January 2002, 26 states had used budget
reserves to offset declining revenues.
Another mitigating factor has been the
ability of states to cut aid to local
governments. This was evident in the
case of Minnesota, where local govern-
ment aid suffered a $641 million cut
from fiscal biennium 2002–2003 to
fiscal biennium 2004–2005.

In arguing his case for local govern-
ment aid cuts, former Governor Ventura
produced reports that showed that local
governments in the state were running
very high unrestricted fund balances,
with most cities having fund balances
that represented more than 30% of total
annual revenues for the previous year,
and some local governments having
balances greater than 100% of total

annual revenue. This figure is signifi-
cantly more than the state’s recommen-
dation of 5% fund balances.
Furthermore, because aid to local
governments is a large part of the state’s
annual budget and local governments
were saving so much, it was argued,
keeping local government aid at its
traditional levels was a poor budget
choice for the state as a whole.

But this line of argument (which was
also made in other states) rests on a
fundamentally suspect assumption.
The state guideline of 5% fund balances
seems an arbitrary figure.1 Why should
the optimal level of fund balances be 5%
for all local governments in the state?
There is, after all, some diversity in
revenue mix among Minnesota munici-
palities. The largest municipalities in the
state tend to rely more on aid and less
on property tax revenues than do small
cities. Some cities have adopted local
option sales taxes to support specific
projects.2 Property tax bases in the state
also vary greatly in size and mix of uses.
Any of these might cause the need for
fund balances higher or lower than the
5% level suggested by the state.

So at least two questions emerge that
must be answered. First, is the optimal
level of fund balance for local govern-
ments always 5% (or more broadly, is it
always the same for all local govern-
ments)? Second, what are the factors that
might change the recommendation for
fund balance levels? This article analyzes
these questions using a simulation model
of local government revenue and expen-
ditures. The model is calibrated to histor-
ical data from large- and medium-sized
cities in Minnesota. The research for this
project was supported through a New
Initiatives Program grant from CURA.

1 The analysis that was used to support Governor
Ventura’s argument for reducing local government
aid has many other flaws besides the assumption
concerning a 5% fund balance. For example, the
analysis of local budget reserves conducted by the
Minnesota Department of Revenue was based on
Comprehensive Annual Financial Report balance
sheet data. Because the state does not award local
government aid to cities until approximately three
months into the fiscal year, and because property
tax revenue collections may not occur until six
months into the year, local governments often
keep high fund balances at the end of the fiscal
year to balance cash flows. In addition, the analy-
sis included fund balances in all funds, although
balances in some funds (proprietary or trust fund
types) are often restricted and cannot be used for
general expenditures.
2 Unlike many states, Minnesota does not allow a
local option sales tax for general purposes, only for
specific projects or purposes.
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The diversity in revenue mix among Minnesota municipalities suggests that the 5%
fund balance recommended by the state may not be optimal for all local governments.



Determining the Optimal 
Level of Budget Reserves
There are at least two broad observa-
tions that can be made regarding the
existing literature on budget reserves.
The first is that the literature is
extremely concentrated on state budgets
and reserves. There is very little discus-
sion of the role of reserves at the local
level.3 The second observation is that
the models developed in the existing
literature tend to be ad hoc in nature.
Joyce,4 to take only one example,
discusses five factors that he considers
elements of the volatility of revenues,
and then develops a model of the
optimal level of reserve funds based on
which factors are present in a state
budget. But he offers no evidence docu-
menting the reasons that these five
characteristics contribute enough to
volatility to create the need for
increased reserves, nor does he docu-
ment that these characteristics are
exhaustive of volatility sources. In short,
there has been no systematic modeling
of the need for budget reserves and the
optimal level of those reserves.

The remainder of this section
describes the simulation model that was
developed to measure the optimal level
of reserve funds. To more fully capture
the conditions producing the need for
reserve funds, as well as to point out the
choices facing jurisdictions attempting to
plan for future expenditure needs, an
economic model of revenue and expen-
diture growth was developed. This model
suggests that there are four main drivers
of the optimal level of reserve funds:
revenue growth, revenue volatility,
desired expenditure growth, and the
interest rate earned on invested fund
balances. Next, a simulation model was
created by treating revenue growth and
variability, along with the interest rate
earned on investments, as variables that
can be measured but are sources of risk
for policy makers. Desired expenditure
growth was treated as a policy variable

that can be managed by policy makers.
In other words, one response to a more
uncertain revenue stream might be to
work to reduce expectations for future
growth in expenditures.

To enter the revenue growth and
variability into the model in a policy
relevant way, I obtained data for all
cities in the state of Minnesota with
populations greater than 10,000 for the
years 1984 to 1999. The data were
obtained from the Minnesota State
Auditor’s Office, which keeps a database
of local government financial data
(sample reports are available at
www.osa.state.mn.us/downloads.lasso).
The sample size for the study was 83
cities. Initially, an attempt was made to
distinguish between revenue items and
model their growth separately.
However, this was difficult for some of
the revenue sources. To illustrate, the
distributions of annual percentage
changes in various revenue sources are
shown in Table 1. For revenue sources
such as intergovernmental revenues
and service charges, the variability in
revenue is so large that it creates an
obvious need for very large budget
reserves. In this report, I concentrate
on volatility in total revenue and prop-
erty tax revenues and discuss some of
the policy implications that arise from
the results.

The method used to compute the
optimal level of budget reserves was a
Monte Carlo simulation. The model was
run using the Microsoft® Excel add-in
Crystal Ball® 2000, made by Deci-
sioneering Incorporated. Monte Carlo
simulations were first developed in the
1940s during the Manhattan Project.
Although infrequently used in public
finance research, Monte Carlo simulation
is one of the core methods used to assess
optimal strategies in the face of uncer-
tainty. The simulations allow an analyst
to predict potential future values for a
theoretical model by entering a large
number of random inputs and then
recording outputs generated from the

model. The outputs—which are usually
in the form of probability distributions—
show the range of potential risks and
rewards of decisions based on the theo-
retical model under study. For this study,
the growth and volatility of the revenue
sources was modeled as a revenue growth
factor with a normal (bell-shaped) distri-
bution, with the mean and standard
deviation of the distribution equal to the
historical mean and standard deviation
shown in Table 1.

Additionally, revenue growth from
one year to the next is not independent.
There is “serial correlation” in the data,
meaning that one year’s revenue growth
is correlated with the previous year’s
growth. Prospective growth rates were
therefore correlated in the model using
this historical pattern. Interest rates were
approached as a discrete variable taken in
increments of 3%, 5%, and 7%. The base
level of interest rates is 5% because the
discount rate should be approximately
equal to the rate of return on govern-
ment investments. Discount rates much
less than 5% would indicate that govern-
ments should engage in arbitrage,
borrowing money from private markets
and investing in reserve funds. Discount
rates much higher than government
rates of return on investment indicate
that governments should keep little or
no reserves and merely let citizens and
taxpayers assume the risk of sudden
changes in macroeconomic conditions
that affect budget position. Finally,
desired expenditure growth was modeled
in the range of 3% annual growth to 5%
annual growth. With average annual
revenue growth in the 6% range, more
than 5% growth would be unrealistic, so
an upper bound of 5% seems justified. A
nominal expenditure growth rate of less
than 3% means that in real terms, expen-
ditures are falling (the average annual
change in the Implicit Price Deflator for
state and local government purchases for
the period 1983–2000 was 3.21%).
Finally, the simulation was modeled for a
period of 25 years. This time frame was
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Table 1. Summary Statistics for Growth and Variability of Revenue Sources

Revenue source Mean annual Variability
growth rate (standard deviation)

Property tax 8.61% 12.86%

Intergovernmental revenue 3.11% 22.13%

Service charge 5.25% 21.23%

Total revenue 6.55% 14.46%

Note: All figures are based on calculations conducted on nominal data.

3 There are two major exceptions to this. Wolkoff
discusses the establishment of rainy day funds in
cities and documents their structure. See Michael
Wolkoff, “An Evaluation of Municipal Rainy Day
Funds,” Public Budgeting & Finance 7 (Summer
1987): 52–63. Tyer discusses policy alternatives and
strategies surrounding the creation of reserve funds
in general. See Charlie Tyer, “Local Government
Reserve Funds: Policy Alternatives and Political
Strategies,” Public Budgeting & Finance 13 (Summer
1993): 75–84. Neither of these articles analyzes the
optimal level of reserve funding at the local level.
4 Philip G. Joyce, “What’s So Magical about Five
Percent? A Nationwide Look at Factors That
Influence the Optimal Size of State Rainy Day
Funds,” Public Budgeting & Finance 21 (Summer
2001): 62–87.



chosen because it provides a balance
between the need for current expendi-
tures and the desire to save for future
expenditure needs.

Table 2 provides the base results of
the simulation. It lists the necessary
budget reserve as a percentage of current
total revenues to sustain a desired
expenditure growth rate with a specific
confidence level. Interpreting one
column of the table, if a jurisdiction
wanted to be 25% confident that it
could achieve a 4% growth rate of
expenditures,5 it would not need any
fund balance. But if it wanted to achieve
that growth rate with 50% confidence,
it would need a fund balance of slightly
more than 30% of total revenues. If it
wanted to sustain that 4% expenditure
growth rate with a 75% confidence
level, it would need a fund balance of
191% of total revenues.

Table 3 shows the results achieved
when varying the interest rate,
assuming a base desired expenditure
growth rate of 3%. This table shows that
the base results are somewhat affected
by differing interest rates, but the
median (i.e., 50% confidence) results
indicate fund balances of more than
25% of total revenues for interest rates
up to 7%.

There is less need for budget reserves
when using a less volatile revenue
source. Table 4 reports the results of the
same analysis using the property tax
growth and volatility figures. The table
shows that for desired expenditure
growth rates of less than 5%, very little
or no reserve funds are necessary with
50% confidence. However, even using
the property tax, one would still need a
sizable reserve fund to reach the 75%
confidence level.

Conclusions and Implications
The results of this analysis suggest that
a standard 5% rule for local govern-
ment fund balances is far too oversim-
plified and is likely to be inadequate to
maintain, with much confidence, even
moderately high growth rates in
government expenditures for extended
periods. The 5% rule seems to have a
basis in credit ratings because the rule
was originally credited to “Wall Street
analysts.” Even among such analysts,
however, recently there has been
movement toward higher recom-
mended reserve fund levels. For
example, Standard and Poor’s criteria
now suggest that total general fund

balances be at least 15% of general
fund revenues for the jurisdiction to
achieve a “strong” rating in this area. A
more reasonable figure supported by
the research in this report is at least
25% of total revenues.

My results also show that this
recommendation is strongly
dependent on a particular jurisdic-
tion’s revenue history and revenue
mix, the jurisdiction’s desire for future
expenditure growth, and the success of
the jurisdiction in producing interest
earnings on its fund balances.
Although 5% is a recommendation
that may work for some jurisdictions—
especially those that have strong
revenue growth rates and low revenue
volatility along with strong discipline
in constraining future expenditure
growth pressures—it can hardly be
viewed as a universally optimal level.
It is interesting to note that the results
of this analysis imply that as jurisdic-
tions shift toward less reliance on
property taxes, they should keep
significantly higher reserves.

The implications of these findings
are that jurisdictions need to thor-
oughly analyze their revenue histories
to develop working policies for appro-
priate reserve fund levels. The impor-
tant point is that there is no magic
recommendation that will shield juris-
dictions from budgetary stress during
economic hard times. At the state level,
even states with strong reserve funds
entering the last recession encountered
fiscal distress.

There are some limitations of this
research that should be discussed. First,
past data are not necessarily representa-
tive of future conditions. However, the
burden of proof should lie with those
that seek to model the future in a way
different from the past. Even within the
16 short years from which the data were
draw for this analysis, there are periods
of economic expansion and decline. As
more data can be brought to bear on the
issue, we can get a better picture of
historical trends. Projecting future
outcomes that deviate significantly from
historical trends is risky at best. Second,
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Table 2. Base Simulation Results (Assuming an Interest Rate of 5%)

Confidence level Desired expenditure growth

3% 4% 5%

25% 0.00% 0.00% 7.54%

50% 8.88% 30.66% 99.29%

75% 80.15% 191.32% 407.34%

Table 3. Simulation Results with Varying Interest Rates (Assuming Desired
Expenditure Growth of 4%)

Confidence level Interest rate

3% 5% 7%

25% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

50% 36.24% 30.66% 26.44%

75% 237.64% 191.32% 153.15%

Table 4. Simulation Results Using Property Tax Growth and Variability (Assuming
an Interest Rate of 5%)

Confidence level Desired expenditure growth

3% 4% 5%

25% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

50% 0.00% 1.30% 10.31%

75% 25.67% 58.14% 134.82%

5 In Bayesian terms, the posterior probability that
it could sustain a 4% expenditure growth is 25%.



only two sources of revenue were used
for this analysis. As more data become
available, it will be necessary to model
only those revenue sources that are used
to fund general government activities
(general and debt service fund
revenues). Still, within the bounds of
these limitations, this article offers a
unique approach to the question of
reserve funds, and finds the current
recommendation lacking. Reserve fund
policies should be an individual jurisdic-
tion’s policy and must be evaluated in
the context of each jurisdiction’s partic-
ular economic situation.

Kenneth A. Kriz is assistant professor of
public finance at the School of Public
Administration, University of Nebraska at
Omaha. He was assistant professor of
public and nonprofit management at the
Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public
Affairs at the time the research for this
article was undertaken. His current
research focuses on municipal debt
management, economic development
policy, and transportation finance, along
with the use of alternative estimation
techniques in public finance. He teaches
courses in public sector economics, public
finance, and statistical analysis.

The research upon which this article is
based was supported through a New

Initiative grant from CURA. These grants
support projects that are initiated by
faculty, community organizations, govern-
ment agencies, or students and that are
not appropriate for consideration under
another CURA program. A version of this
article was previously published as “The
Optimal Level of Local Government Fund
Balances: A Simulation Approach,” State
Tax Notes (March 10, 2003): 887–892.
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A standard 5% local budget reserve may
be inadequate to maintain even moder-
ately high growth in government expen-
ditures for extended periods. A more rea-
sonable figure supported by this research
is at least 25% of total revenues.

The Directory of Nonprofit Organiza-
tions of Color in Minnesota, which
was first published in 1991, has

long been one of CURA’s most popular
publications. The latest edition of the
directory—published in fall 2001—lists
more than 600 not-for-profit associa-
tions, organizations, and mutual assis-
tance and fraternal groups in the state of
Minnesota that are controlled by people
of color or primarily serve one or more
communities of color. To make informa-
tion about Minnesota’s nonprofit organi-
zations of color more widely and easily
available, the last edition of the directory
was also converted into a searchable
online database that can be found at

www.cura.umn.edu/publications
/npoc.html.

We are pleased to announce that
during the next few months, CURA will
be undertaking an update of both the
print and online versions of the direc-
tory. This effort will include contacting
all organizations listed in the fourth
edition to ensure that information about
the organization is accurate and up-to-
date. One of the most difficult tasks in
updating the directory, however, is to
identify new organizations of color in
Minnesota that have appeared during
the last few years. If you know of new
nonprofit organizations of color that are
not currently listed in either the print or

online directory, or if you know of other
directories that list nonprofit organiza-
tions of color in Minnesota, please let us
know by phone at 612-625-7501 or by 
e-mail at curaweb@umn.edu. 

The updated print edition of the
directory is slated for publication in fall
2004. Look for an announcement in
future issues of the CURA Reporter.

Updated Directory of Nonprofit Organizations of
Color in Minnesota Coming Soon!
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Whether created voluntarily or
by government mandate, part-
nerships and collaborations

are now common forms of institutional
life. The often-expressed hope is that
they will design more efficient service-
delivery systems and stimulate creative
problem solving. However, they are
complex, difficult to manage, and often
fall short of achieving their goals. This
article analyzes the Community Employ-
ment Partnership (CEP), an experi-
mental approach to implementing
welfare reform in Ramsey County,
Minnesota, to further understand when
and how public–private partnerships are
effective tools to implement public

policy. Although a single case study such
as this cannot explain the role of part-
nerships in policy implementation in
general terms, it can provide rich details
from which to raise additional questions
and reflect on lessons learned.

Formed in 1997, the vision for CEP
went well beyond welfare reform to
include “fostering economic stability
and growth by investing in Ramsey
County’s workforce and linking and
supporting job seekers and employers.”
The partnership brought together
powerful political and economic
players—including high-ranking policy
makers and staff from Ramsey County,
the City of St. Paul, the St. Paul Port

Authority, local chambers of commerce,
and large employment service
providers—as well as less powerful
community-based organizations, small
business owners, and job seekers them-
selves. The partnership’s accomplish-
ments were many: neighborhood work
resource hubs for job seekers; a central-
ized employer service program called
Employer Solutions, Inc.; reports and
public forums detailing the needs of
employers and those most difficult to
employ, as well as the failures of tradi-
tional workforce systems; and resource
guides for employers and job seekers.
By the time CEP closed its doors in the
summer of 2003, many observers and

Partnerships and Policy Implementation: 
Lessons from an Experiment in Ramsey County
by Melissa M. Stone
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Staff at the grand opening of the Summit-University Work Resource Hub in St. Paul, an example of a network of partners.
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participants felt that its work had left
important footprints for others to
follow, but also that CEP had not lived
up to its full potential, perhaps because
its particular partnership model was ill-
suited to the demands of implementing
major federal policy changes.

This article describes three distinct
phases in CEP’s evolution and discusses
several themes underlying the partner-
ship’s efforts. First, throughout CEP’s
development, the economic and polit-
ical environment exerted significant
influence over CEP. At times, external
factors such as a booming economy and
pressures to rapidly implement welfare
reform facilitated CEP’s work; at other
times, these factors constrained the
partnership. A second theme concerns
the interaction of formal and informal
authority. To encourage change from
the bottom up, CEP chose to operate
with informal authority through hori-
zontal networks of partners. However, it
needed cooperation and leadership
from formal institutions that were
legally charged with implementing
welfare reform and workforce system
changes. Relationships between CEP
and formal institutions were never clear,
and relationships between CEP and its
network partners were sometimes
strained, undermining CEP’s ability to
create change. The third theme
concerns shifting definitions of the
problem CEP was trying to solve and,
importantly, who was perceived as
having a legitimate stake in defining the
problem. Over time, the definition of
the problem changed significantly, as
did the types of groups most involved
in problem definition. From this discus-
sion, the article draws several general
lessons about the role of partnerships in
implementing public policy.

The research for this article, which
was supported by a grant from CURA’s
Faculty Interactive Research Program,
was a collaborative project between CEP
and myself. I worked with CEP staff and
others to develop a chronology of major
events and determine specific phases of
CEP’s development. I conducted inter-
views with nearly 20 people closely
associated with CEP and analyzed
archival material, including minutes
from CEP’s governing structures from
1997 to 2003, numerous reports
commissioned by CEP, CEP newsletters,
and raw data from large group events.
Although CEP staff and others provided
feedback on the initial analyses, the
final analysis and conclusions presented
in this article are my own.

Phase 1: Stirring Up the Pot, 1996–1998
By the mid-1990s, it was apparent that
welfare reform legislation would empha-
size work requirements, time limits on
welfare benefits, and state and local
government responsibility for devel-
oping and implementing new welfare
systems. At the same time, indicators at
local, state, and national levels pointed
to a rapidly growing economy coupled
with significant labor shortages,
including shortages in entry-level posi-
tions. There was a clear need to bring
together employers seeking workers and
those facing new work requirements.
However, doing so meant tackling long-
standing bureaucratic systems and

entrenched cultures that had kept
welfare services, workforce develop-
ment, and economic development
systems separate.

Ramsey County’s approach to welfare
reform, explicitly endorsed by the
Ramsey County Board of Commissioners,
emphasized a county-community part-
nership. The nature of that partnership
began to take shape in May 1997 at a
large group meeting called “Future
Search.” Midway through the three-day
event, job seekers and employers deliv-
ered a clear message: a fragmented
system of multiple government agencies
and nonprofit employer service
providers made it difficult to connect
people who needed jobs with employers
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Future Search, a three-day conference held in May 1997 that was attended by a
wide range of government, business, and community stakeholders. Conference
attendees emphasized the need to replace the fragmented employment services
system in Ramsey County and focus more directly on linking and supporting job
seekers and employers.
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who had jobs. As one Future Search
participant reported,

[There was] pretty equal job
seeker–employer representation [at
Future Search]. Powerful interaction!
Most helpful learning for me [was
when] a mom with kids and no jobs
interacted with the guy from
McDonald’s who said, “I’ve got jobs!”

Recognition of the limitations in the
existing workforce system broadened
the conference focus beyond welfare
reform and by the end of the confer-
ence, a consensus had emerged that
change was needed to improve the
current employment system. The system
envisioned by conference attendees
included decentralized, neighborhood
work resource hubs that provided one-
stop shopping for job seekers and a
centralized service for employers
seeking employees.

The Community Employment Part-
nership idea was born and a flurry of
activity began, underwritten by a $2
million grant to Ramsey County from
the McKnight Foundation’s statewide
welfare reform initiative. Neighborhood
work resource hubs began to take shape,
an employer task force met to design a
service for employers, and a coordinating
structure—called the Servant Leadership
Team—tried to keep all the pieces
moving forward. The Servant Leadership
Team, with its ad hoc task forces and
working groups, operated with informal
authority, although participants included
both those inside and outside traditional
institutional systems.

The partnership itself was housed
within the Ramsey County Human
Services Department and its two staff
members were Ramsey County
employees. The relationship between
the county and CEP, however, was
unclear from the beginning. As one
county-affiliated interviewee explained, 

[The] county came in with a certain
wariness, it did not want to be seen
as running things. “This isn’t a
[Ramsey County] initiative. [Ramsey
County] is a partner.” CEP, with
McKnight money, had a larger role.

Early on, some county employees also
raised concerns about CEP’s partnership
model. Ramsey County Human Services
Department managers and supervisors
were already dealing with the difficult
challenges associated with imple-
menting welfare reform, including

retraining staff, redesigning work, and
shifting the cultures of their units to
reflect the new federal mandates.
Placing financial workers in newly
developing neighborhood work resource
hubs was a growing concern.

[The] design [of CEP] was very fuzzy.
[It] all came together somehow, but
very fast and loose. The County
stayed back, asking, “How big can
this be?” There were those who said,
“We can go to 10+ hubs,” versus
[those who said,] “We shouldn’t do
10 hubs. We can’t manage this, can’t
control this.”

—county-affiliated interviewee

The County was lead facilitator of
CEP, but we didn’t think we should
own it. The County’s responsibilities
for placement were very specific.
Regardless of CEP, we had to meet
deadlines, whatever CEP did.
(emphasis added)

—county-affiliated interviewee

Meanwhile, the Servant Leadership
Team also faced questions about how its
work would relate to changes occurring
in the formal workforce development
systems. The Minnesota Department of
Economic Security, which was not
involved in the initial development of
CEP, raised concerns about the extent to
which work resource hubs would dupli-
cate the department’s workforce centers.
And, from the outset, merger discus-
sions between the City of St. Paul and
Ramsey County concerning their work-
force systems entered into Servant Lead-
ership Team deliberations. At the end of
1998, the City-County Work Force
System Redesign Task Force recom-
mended merger, a move the Servant
Leadership Team endorsed as a “huge
step forward.”

By the end of Phase 1, confusion
and disagreement were emerging over
three important questions: (1) Who was
the customer? (2) What was the
problem CEP was trying to solve? (3)
Who had a legitimate stake in defining
the problem? The vision that partners
signed onto in their letters of commit-
ment to CEP clearly stated the broader
problem definition developed at the
Future Search conference (“to foster
economic stability and growth by
investing in Ramsey County’s workforce
and linking and supporting job seekers
and employers”). As CEP began to
implement that vision, however, part-
ners and others pressed the organization

to emphasize one piece of the problem
over the others, as illustrated by the
minutes from an April 1998 Servant
Leadership Team meeting.

Concern was expressed that focusing
too much on responding to employer
workforce needs might dilute the
commitment to hire welfare recipi-
ents. Concern was also expressed that
the Employers’ Task Force and the
Work Resource Hubs were working
toward different ends. . . . The major
partners aren’t communicating well
with each other: employers aren’t
committed to hiring the hardest to
employ, and agency staff aren’t
committed to serving employers.
There appears to be a huge difference
in philosophy and considerable
mistrust in particular on the part of
community based agency staff for
employers. (4/10/98, p. 2)

Phase 2: How to Make “It” 
Work, 1999–2000
Following 18 months of developing,
initiating, facilitating, and moving
forward the work of CEP, there were
several things to show for these efforts.
By the end of 1998, work had begun on
all 10 neighborhood work resource
hubs, although some were further
ahead in delivering services than
others. Early in 1999, Employer Solu-
tions, Inc. (ESI) opened its doors as a
joint venture of the St. Paul Area
Chamber of Commerce and the
Midway and Suburban Chambers of
Commerce, under contract with CEP.

Meanwhile, there were increasing
pressures on CEP to demonstrate
results. Externally, this pressure came
from federal and state welfare reform
legislation, as the clock continued to
tick for welfare recipients, and from the
newly passed federal Workforce Invest-
ment Act, which stressed outcomes and
deadlines.

It was noted that [the Workforce
Investment Act], which supports
neighborhood-based service
delivery through workforce centers
and affiliates, has the potential for
integrating with the Partnership
but that contracts and hard perform-
ance measurements are very different
from voluntary collaborations among
equal partners. (emphasis added;
Servant Leadership Team minutes,
3/8/99, p. 2)
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Internally, the Servant Leadership
Team expressed growing impatience
with the slow pace of work resource
hub development and CEP’s efforts at
systems change. As one team member
stated, “The [Servant Leadership Team]
was hamstrung by process. Everyone
had to be involved. Made me wonder if
the product of the whole thing was
process. But are we doing anything?”
Furthermore, it was unclear what
authority CEP really did have to
change existing systems.

The question was raised about what
authority CEP had to leverage
system change. . . . It was also noted
that there was only limited ability
to redesign state and federal
funding systems. It was responded
that the Partnership’s authority was
expected to come from the local
public and nonprofit partners as the
result of the process it was initi-
ating. (Servant Leadership Team
minutes, 2/1/99, p. 1)

In light of these concerns, the
Servant Leadership Team undertook in
early 1999 a significant reassessment of
CEP’s mission, partnership outcomes,
and the Servant Leadership Team’s roles
and responsibilities. In May, CEP
brought together more than 50 stake-
holders and partners at Acceleration
Now, with the goal “to work together to
accelerate customer results by agreeing

on a clear direction, accountability
guidelines and how we relate, so results
can be seen by all.” Results from the
day-long event were mixed; there was
agreement on what needed to be done,
but considerable disagreement about
how to do it. A subsequent meeting in
June also did not produce consensus on
accountability guidelines or a gover-
nance structure for CEP. Additionally, it
was unclear what role CEP would play
in implementing the Workforce Invest-
ment Act and the proposed merger of
City of St. Paul and Ramsey County
workforce systems. The Community
Employment Partnership wanted to
help design an integrated system at the
local level and tie into this transforma-
tion a discussion of a new CEP organiza-
tional and governance structure. In the
end, CEP became enmeshed in the poli-
tics surrounding the merger and lost
credibility, particularly with the county.

A final plan, adopted in November
1999, stated that CEP would become a
membership-based nonprofit organiza-
tion, independent of Ramsey County. Its
authority would come from its member
base of nonprofit, for-profit, and govern-
ment partners, and its focus would be on
products, outcomes, and results that
helped build the capacity of members to
support successful matches between
employers and job seekers. There was
very little mention of systems change.

As CEP established its new direction,
it maintained connections to the work

resource hubs and to ESI. Relationships
with both were problematic. By May
2000, CEP was still providing funding
for the hubs, but some participants were
raising fundamental questions about
the hub design. A report issued in
October 2000, titled “Recommendations
for Strengthening Employment Reten-
tion and Advancement Strategies in the
Ramsey County MFIP Program,” drove
home the main problems.

[T]he Hubs remain a “work in
progress” and, at this point, the orig-
inal vision of full service integration
has not yet been realized. This is not
surprising given that there are
multiple competing goals among the
key stakeholders that to some extent
cut against decentralizing services at
the community level. (emphasis
added; p. 3)

Meanwhile, the ESI concept continued
to evolve. However, it became apparent
that the vision of ESI as a broker linking
employers with work-ready people was
not self-supporting; employers who
most needed ESI’s services were unable
to pay for them, and employers with
the ability to pay tended to have staff in
place that duplicated what ESI had to
offer. Furthermore, the partners making
up ESI (CEP and the Midway, Suburban,
and St. Paul Chambers of Commerce)
had different expectations about the
extent to which ESI would focus on
finding jobs for the hard to employ.

Early in 2000, CEP published
Beneath the Barriers: The Challenges
Facing the Hard to Employ, which
described an apparent disconnection
between how welfare recipients viewed
employment and the perspectives of job
counselors and employers. Welfare
recipients who had been less successful
in moving into jobs said they were more
focused on basic survival needs, and
that job counselors seemed judgmental
and lacked an understanding of the
challenges they faced. Job counselors
and employers, on the other hand,
expressed concern that welfare recipi-
ents were not prepared for the culture of
work and instead had adopted what
they called “a culture of poverty.” To
address these significant differences in
perspectives, CEP staff helped form the
Peer Connectors group, consisting of
former and current welfare recipients,
and prepared to submit a grant appli-
cation to fund the new program. The
link between CEP and the Peer
Connectors group was controversial;

In 1999, the Servant Leadership Team undertook a significant reassessment of the
Community Employment Partnership. Despite significant input from stakeholders at
a series of meetings called Acceleration Now, no consensus emerged regarding the
key issues of CEP’s accountability and governance structure.
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strained relationships already existed
between the Peer Connectors group and
employment service providers, many of
whom were now members of CEP. In
the end, CEP did not apply for funds on
behalf of Peer Connectors, but the Peer
Connectors controversy weakened CEP’s
credibility with some employment
service providers and the county.

CEP’s playing the role of convener,
facilitator, coordinator, and appli-
cant [for Peer Connectors] turned
out to be unclear and troublesome
to some. A few member and
nonmember organizations perceived
CEP’s multiple roles as competitive,
unfair, and threatening. (CEP board
minutes, 9/13/00, p. 2)

Underlying many of the issues faced
during Phase 2 was the recurring ques-
tion, “What authority does CEP have to
define the problem?” As one
CEP/ESI/hub-affiliated interviewee
explained, 

Job counselors don’t want to hear,
“they [job counselors] don’t get it,”
[which was] the message from CEP
and ESI. The employment service
providers didn’t view ESI/CEP as
their preferred resource for how to
improve their services to employers.

Adding to the dissatisfaction of key
stakeholders were lingering questions
about CEP’s relationship to Ramsey
County in general and to the county’s
new Consolidated Workforce Develop-
ment Department, which had resulted
from the merged City of St. Paul-
Ramsey County workforce systems. The
director of the new department told the
CEP board that she saw “ESI efforts as
being duplicative. The Workforce
Department will have a unit to work
with employers, and they don’t want to
have both organizations contacting the
same employers” (CEP board minutes,
12/20/00, p. 3).

Phase 3: Owning a Customer-Driven
Philosophy and Strategy, 2001–2003
By the time of the first board meeting in
2001, it became apparent to CEP that it
could not remain a membership organi-
zation of service providers and develop
a strategy of systems change driven by
the needs of customers (employers, job
seekers, and workers).

As the shift toward systems change
was taking place, CEP began to alter the

way it related to both the work resource
hubs and ESI, and to glean the most
important lessons it had learned
through those experiences. It
committed funding, through 2002, to
those hubs that could demonstrate clear
outcomes, and there were some
concrete results coming from the hubs.
By the end of 2002, Ramsey County
financial workers at the hubs served
approximately 41% of the county’s
Minnesota Family Investment Program
(MFIP) cases and averaged nearly 40% of
those cases closed or employed. At an
August 2002 CEP board meeting, CEP
staff reviewed with the board what they
had learned through the work resource
hub experience:

They [CEP staff] said, we could have
funded fewer Hubs, learned from
them, and then expanded. Ten Hubs
was a lot to start something new,
but, politically, it was difficult to
narrow them down. It would have
made a difference to have had a
formalized agreement with Ramsey
County to move more financial
workers and MFIP job counselors
into the Hubs and the other
resources would have followed. (CEP
board minutes, 8/28/02, pp. 1–2)

Meanwhile, in September 2001, the
St. Paul Port Authority purchased a
controlling interest in ESI and together
with the Midway and St. Paul Chambers
of Commerce began to offer ESI services
as part of a package linking business,
economic, and workforce development.
At this point, ESI no longer had any
formal ties with CEP. A crucial lesson
learned from the ESI experience was
that funding streams helped perpetuate
the dysfunctional workforce develop-
ment system, as noted in a March 2002
report titled “Employer Solutions, Inc.
(ESI)—A Report to Funders: Accomplish-
ments and Lessons Learned.”

An ESI board member described [the
central issue] beautifully, “On the
left hand, we could get government
dollars to help welfare recipients
take [English as a second language
(ESL)] classes or whatever. And, on
the right hand, we could get busi-
ness dollars for on-the-job training,
but we couldn’t move from left to
right. . . . It became evident that the
funding, whether it’s public or
private, is part of the problem
because the traditional funding

mechanisms are counterproductive
when it comes to collaboration
between public and private agen-
cies.” (p. 10)

As CEP began to focus on its new
role of “impacting policy and funding in
response to the specific needs and expe-
riences of job seekers, workers, and
employers,” it pushed for a Workforce
Investment Board and a chief executive
officer for that board that were both
independent of the county. It also
moved ahead with its “theory of
change,” based on the belief that “a
powerful group of worker and employer
customers, armed with good informa-
tion and supported in developing a joint
vision, can alter the public debate on
workforce development and create
opportunities for meaningful systems
change” (CEP funding proposal, 1/1/02).

The Community Employment Part-
nership, however, ran into trouble
attracting funding for its new strategy.
Although some funders supported CEP’s
approach, others did not. One funder in
particular raised the question of CEP’s
authority, which had plagued CEP from
the beginning: “[This funder] wanted to
know from whom are we getting our
mandate that the system needs to be
changed and will change based on our
theory. [The funder] is not hearing from
business, the Chambers, or economic
development people that what we are
doing is important” (CEP board
minutes, 4/24/02, p. 3).

As CEP began to develop its
Customer Group of job seekers, workers,
and employers, it faced an additional
challenge: What would be the relation-
ship between the Customer Group and
the CEP board? Following discussion,
the CEP board adopted a model of
change that placed customers as the
primary voice in determining CEP’s
strategic priorities, and said it was
committed to listening to them and
pursuing their recommendations.

During the summer and fall of 2002,
CEP officially convened a Customer
Group of nine individuals (five job
seeker representatives and four
employer representatives) to advise the
CEP board on its strategic priorities.
What the Customer Group recom-
mended surprised many within CEP;
customers were not interested in broad-
scale systems change, but in concrete
products that fostered connections
between job seekers and employers.



The Customer Group wants the
Board to know they are not working
on the workforce “system.” They are
working on the relationship between
the employer and the job
seeker/worker, which will impact the
“system.” The group needs to know
from the Board that they will
support and carry forward the
group’s recommendation. (CEP
board minutes, 9/27/02, p. 2)

At the December 2002 board
meeting, the Customer Group recom-
mended to the board that CEP develop
(1) an employer guide to effective hiring
practices for small employers, (2) a
written guide to successful job seeking,
and (3) a service that would match job
seekers with modest means with trained
volunteer job coaches who would help
them create career plans and navigate
the job search process. The board decided
to move forward with these products.

At the same meeting, the board
reviewed options for how to imple-
ment CEP’s business plan. After much

discussion, the board voted to go out
of business in six months, negotiate
with the Workforce Investment Board
to receive CEP assets and products, and
develop the products and services
recommended by the Customer Group
to the point where others could success-
fully take them over. The Workforce
Investment Board, however, declined to
absorb CEP or any of its products and
services, but did create a subcommittee
to oversee implementation of all three
of the Customer Group’s products and
services. The Workforce Investment
Board also agreed to co-own and
cosponsor the volunteer job coach
service with the St. Paul Area Council of
Churches. As of July 31, 2003, the
Community Employment Partnership
ceased operation.

Conclusions and Lessons Learned
This section offers several concluding
observations that highlight important
themes in CEP’s history, as well as more
general lessons that can be derived from
CEP’s experiences concerning the use of

partnerships to implement public policy.
The influence of the external envi-

ronment during CEP’s first phase was
especially important. An expanding
economy, labor shortages, and height-
ened attention to welfare reform signifi-
cantly influenced CEP’s ability to
broaden the problem definition beyond
welfare reform and to expand the set of
legitimate stakeholders to include
employers and job seekers. However,
serious, constraining forces also existed
in CEP’s institutional environment. For
example, the external pressures on
Ramsey County Human Services Depart-
ment to get people on welfare into jobs
contributed to the ambiguity of its rela-
tionship to CEP. Furthermore, inte-
grating the views of employers and job
seekers into a group of well-established
institutional stakeholders was far more
complex than the original vision forged
at the Future Search conference.

Tensions over CEP’s authority domi-
nated its second phase. Throughout its
history, CEP operated with informal
authority, working through evolving
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By Phase 3, the neighborhood work resource hubs were able to demonstrate clear outcomes, including high customer  
satisfaction with the hubs’ one-stop service and their unbureaucratic culture.



partnerships—the work resource hubs
were new neighborhood collaborations;
ESI was a new partnership among busi-
ness groups; and CEP’s governing struc-
ture, the Servant Leadership Team, was
more of a collaboration than a tradi-
tional governing body. Top-down, exter-
nally driven pressures to show results
exposed the vulnerabilities of this style
of operating, namely, CEP’s lack of
formal authority to demand results from
these partnerships and the slim likeli-
hood that newly developing and time-
intensive collaborations could deliver
quick results.

The most important theme during
the third phase was defining the
problem and determining legitimate
stakeholders. During this period, CEP’s
theory of change placed a Customer
Group of employers and job seekers at
the center of its activities and charged
the group with defining the problem
and crafting solutions. Despite this clear
charge, questions remained concerning
CEP’s ultimate authority and legitimacy.
In the end, as it closed down its opera-
tions, CEP turned to institutions with
formal authority (such as the Workforce
Investment Board) to carry forward
much of what it had established with its
theory of change.

Several more general lessons can be
drawn from this analysis of CEP’s experi-
ences. First, forces in and pressures from
the external environment are extremely
important in the development of collab-
orations charged with implementing
public policy. These external factors are
largely beyond the control of the collab-
oration itself and can, in a short period,
shift from facilitating the development
of a collaboration to constraining its
effectiveness. The influence of external
forces is especially strong when change
in public policy is being driven from the
top down—that is, from federal
mandates to states and from state
mandates to localities. In the case of
CEP, participants believed that changes
in welfare and workforce systems at the
local level were possible, only to
discover that federal and state mandates
could significantly undercut the ability
to make local changes.

Second, especially in these kinds of
environments, collaborations that
operate with informal authority derived
from horizontal networks of partners
are fragile. These types of collaborations
need cooperation, leadership, and legit-
imacy from formal institutions,
community organizations, and—in
CEP’s case—“the customer.” Because of

different and often competing perspec-
tives and interests among these entities,
it is likely that a collaboration will
experience high levels of conflict
concerning its mission and its
authority. In such a climate, what
constitutes “appropriate outcomes”
can itself become a contested terrain.

Third, a collaboration may be diffi-
cult to sustain if it broadens the defini-
tion of what the public policy problem
is or challenges who has a legitimate
stake in defining the problem. This is
especially true when important collabo-
ration partners have funding streams
and accountability mechanisms that are
targeted to narrower problem defini-
tions. Nonetheless, as CEP learned and
demonstrated, important incremental
changes can take place within formal
institutions when these collaborations
continue to articulate broader aspects
of the problem and demand that
ignored stakeholders be included in
designing solutions.

This latter point deserves expansion.
Some may ask, “Was CEP worth it in
terms of all the time, energy, and
money expended to keep it alive for six
years?” I would answer, yes. As stated at
the beginning of this article, CEP leaves
footprints for others to follow. In fact,
CEP was very intentional in its efforts to
document what was being learned
throughout each phase of its existence,
and much of this material is published
and available for others to use. But CEP
leaves other footprints as well. In our
rush to demonstrate measurable results,
we often overlook less tangible but
extremely beneficial outcomes of collab-
orative ventures. Here are two examples
of what I mean. The board members of
CEP, many of whom stayed involved
throughout CEP’s life, developed a
common understanding of “the
problem” and a set of concepts for how
to approach the problem. These board
members included former welfare recipi-
ents, nonprofit executives, managers of
public agencies, and business execu-
tives. They persistently worked across
entrenched cultures and sectoral bound-
aries to learn to trust each other and
themselves as a group. In addition, on
the frontline, workers from different
agencies who worked side-by-side at
neighborhood hubs formed new and
important relationships with each other
that broadened their knowledge of
community resources and deepened
their appreciation of other ways to work
with those needing resources. As the
research on collaborations, strategic

alliances, and partnerships has estab-
lished, trust breeds trust and increases
the likelihood that future collaborative
ventures will form, building on the
lessons of the past.

Melissa M. Stone is associate professor of
public affairs and planning, director of the
Center for Leadership of Nonprofits, Phil-
anthropy, and the Public Sector, and the
Gross Family Professor of Nonprofit
Management at the University of
Minnesota’s Hubert H. Humphrey Institute
of Public Affairs. Her teaching and
research interests include strategic
management issues facing public and
nonprofit organizations, and the role of
cross-sectoral collaborations in imple-
menting public policy.
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Opportunities and Constraints for
System Change: A Historical Perspec-
tive on the Community Employment
Partnership. By Melissa M. Stone.
Minneapolis: The Regents of the
University of Minnesota, 2003.

For readers who would like to learn
more about the Community Employ-
ment Partnership’s (CEP) experi-
mental approach to implementing
welfare reform in Ramsey County, the
complete 47-page report from which
this article was drawn is now avail-
able. The report includes a more in-
depth analysis of specific events in
the evolution of CEP, as well as addi-
tional observations and commentary
from participants in the partnership.

The full report is available on the
CURA Web site as a PDF file (requires
Adobe Acrobat Reader 5.0 or later to
read or print) at www.cura.umn.edu
/publications/CEP-report.pdf. The
report is also available as a PDF file at
www.rcwib.org (choose “Resources
and Links” from the left-hand menu,
then scroll to the bottom of the
page).

Full Report on
Community
Employment
Partnership
Available
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To keep our readers up-to-date
about CURA projects, each issue
of the CURA Reporter features a

few capsule descriptions of new or
recently completed projects. The proj-
ects highlighted in this issue were made
possible through the Community Assist-
antship Program (CAP), which connects
communities in Greater Minnesota with
University of Minnesota faculty and
students. These projects help rural
communities take advantage of Univer-
sity resources and expertise, allow
students to apply their knowledge and
skills in the field, and encourage faculty
to become more aware of and involved
in rural issues in the state. The projects
described here represent only a portion
of those that will receive support from
CURA and its partners during the
coming year.

■ Feasibility Study for Senior Assisted
Living Facility in the City of Milan.
Milan, a city in west central Minnesota
with approximately 320 residents, has
recently experienced a decline in popu-
lation, including the loss of some senior
residents to neighboring communities
because of a lack of senior housing
options. The City of Milan has hired
two undergraduate students at the
University of Minnesota at Morris to
study the feasibility of opening an
assisted living facility within Milan to
serve the community’s seniors. The
students’ research includes a marketing
study, analysis of codes and staff
requirements, a proposed layout for the
facility, and ownership and financing
options. The students also have exam-
ined how other communities in west
central Minnesota have operated and
managed their own senior care facilities.
The Milan City Council will use this
research to develop plans for converting
a currently vacant building on Main
Street into a senior care facility.

■ Carbon Sequestration: The Intersec-
tion of Climate Change and Agricul-
ture Policies. The Minnesota Project is a
nonprofit organization that works to
promote healthy rural communities by
building broad coalitions that focus on
policy changes in the areas of agriculture,
energy, and water quality. As part of its
ongoing work on agricultural policy and
conservation practices, the Minnesota

Project has hired a graduate student from
the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of
Public Affairs to research the extent to
which existing programs reward conser-
vation practices that maximize carbon
capture in soils and thus help minimize
agriculture’s role in global climate
change. The Minnesota Project will use
this research to identify gaps in existing
incentive programs and thus to shape
their future efforts to encourage agricul-
tural policies that benefit both farmers
and the environment.

■ Evaluating the Effectiveness of
Services for Rural Children with
Special Health Needs. The Minnesota
Children with Special Health Needs
(MCSHN) program, a unit of the
Minnesota Department of Health,
provides among its services develop-
mental behavior clinics in Greater
Minnesota. The clinics are designed for
children whose behavior has raised
mental health concerns on the part of
medical, social service, educational, or
juvenile justice professionals. The
clinics offer assessment, diagnosis, and
evaluation of referred children; they
also help coordinate families’ access to
various service providers in or near their
communities. To evaluate the success of
the clinics, MCSHN has hired a graduate
student in the School of Public Health
to determine the difference that assess-
ment, evaluation, and referrals to
service providers make in the life of
these children and their families. Results
of the evaluation project will be used to
help guide MCSHN’s efforts to continue
improving its services for children and
families in Greater Minnesota.

■ Creating a Site Plan for Historic
Prison Warden’s House. The Warden’s
House Museum, located at the north
end of Main Street in Stillwater, is the
last building that remains of the old
Territorial Prison. The Washington
County Historical Society (WCHS),
which operates the museum, hired a
graduate student in Landscape Architec-
ture to develop a site plan for this 1853
home. The plan addresses grading issues
on the site that have caused water
damage to the house. It also provides
recommendations for landscaping,
access, and visual street appeal to
attract more visitors to this historically

significant site and to highlight some of
the more important moments in the
house’s history.

■ Laying Groundwork for Conserva-
tion Partnerships. The Nature Conser-
vancy (TNC) is a national nonprofit
organization whose mission is to
preserve biodiversity by protecting the
land and water that plants, animals, and
natural communities need to survive. As
part of its work, TNC builds collabora-
tions with local stakeholders in priority
landscapes to develop long-term conser-
vation plans. A graduate student in the
College of Continuing Education
recently helped TNC explore how the
organization might collaborate with
county governments to protect impor-
tant natural resources within the frame-
work of county comprehensive
planning activities, and how this work
can be coordinated between counties.
The student reviewed county compre-
hensive and water plans, interviewed
county officials in the region to learn
about their planning processes, and
assessed opportunities and developed
recommendations for how TNC can
most effectively become involved in
existing planning efforts to preserve
critical habitats. The outcome of this
effort included a written report and a
CD-ROM of Internet planning tools
provided to all interested collaborators
and TNC staff. The same student has
since been hired to work with TNC on
another project, this time assessing gaps
and opportunities for collaboration
among agencies and organizations
working to protect the Cedar Creek and
Carlos Avery natural landscapes in the
Twin Cities north metropolitan area.

■ Assessing the Effects of the Living
Environment on People with Memory
Loss. Since 1928, Pioneer Retirement
Community (PRC) has been serving the
needs of older adults in Fergus Falls,
Otter Tail County, Wilkin County, and
Grant County. Currently PRC operates
two assisted living cottages for persons
with memory loss, both of which are
viewed by the public and the assisted
living industry as high-quality and
effective facilities. A graduate student in
Family Social Science will help PRC
substantiate these anecdotal observa-
tions by comparing residents of the

Project Awards



The Center for Urban and Regional
Affairs invites proposals for our
Faculty Interactive Research

Program. The purpose of the program is
to encourage University faculty to carry
out research projects that involve a
significant issue of public policy for the
state or its communities and that
include interaction and engagement
with groups, agencies, or organizations
in Minnesota involved with the issue.

Research projects should focus on
issues and concerns important to
Minnesota, such as communities of
color, the criminal justice system, state
or local economic development issues,
education, employment, energy, the
environment, health, housing, state and
local government, welfare and poverty,

human and social services, transporta-
tion, or land use and development.

Each award will provide support for
two months of the faculty member’s
time in the summer of 2004 and a half-
time graduate research assistant for the
2004–2005 academic year. Limited
support may be provided for miscella-
neous research expenses.

Completed applications must be
received in the CURA office by 4:30
p.m., Thursday, March 25, 2004. For
application procedures and more infor-
mation, visit www.cura.umn.edu
/programs/FIRP/announce.html. Ques-
tions should be directed to Professor
Tom Scott at (612) 625-7340 or
scott001@umn.edu.
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cottages with other individuals who live
in the community and are experiencing
Alzheimer’s or other memory loss.
Measures will include emotional well-
being and cognitive and physical func-
tioning, as well as caregiver well-being.
The results of this research will be used
both to guide PRC’s own development
and to provide important information
to other service providers throughout
west central and northern Minnesota.

■ Measuring the Economic Impact of
a “Buy Local” Food Initiative in
Western Minnesota. The Land Steward-
ship Project (LSP) is a membership-
based, nonprofit organization dedicated
to fostering an ethic of stewardship for
farmland, promoting sustainable agri-
culture, and developing sustainable
communities. With the support of the
University of Minnesota’s West Central
Regional Sustainable Development Part-
nership, LSP has led the development of
Pride of the Prairie, a regional sustain-
able food system initiative in west
central Minnesota that promotes and
facilitates local food buying. The Land
Stewardship Project has hired an under-
graduate student at the University of
Minnesota at Morris to develop of

system for demonstrating the economic
impact of Pride of the Prairie. The
student is helping develop a method-
ology for collecting data from indi-
vidual consumers, institutional
consumers, and food producers, and is
using this system to collect baseline
data that will be used to measure Pride
of the Prairie’s success in meeting its
goals of keeping food dollars within the
local economy, improving producers’
incomes, and enhancing the region’s
sense of community through the
sharing of locally and sustainably
produced foods.

■ Evaluating a Diversity Training
Workshop in the Faribault Public
Schools. The public school district of
Faribault, a community of 20,000
people located 50 miles south of the
Twin Cities, has instituted a model
training program for teachers and
school district staff to help them under-
stand and respond to their increasingly
diverse student body. The training
program will educate teachers and staff
about the backgrounds of immigrants
and refugees in their midst, and help
them plan and incorporate diversity
themes into the curricula for grades

6–12. As part of its training program,
the school district held a workshop in
August 2003 that focused on immigra-
tion and brought together two dozen
participants, including parents; social
workers; teachers; school superintend-
ents; school board members; and leaders
of Faribault’s African, Asian, and
Latino/Latina communities. The school
district hired a graduate student from
the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of
Public Affairs to help develop an evalua-
tion system for this workshop. The
student worked with school district
staff, the local community, and
Humphrey Institute faculty to develop a
participant survey, which was adminis-
tered after the workshop. Results from
this survey demonstrated that the work-
shop increased participants’ knowledge
of immigrant issues, decreased previ-
ously held negative attitudes, and moti-
vated participants to lead change in
their community. This survey, along
with other information about the work-
shop, has been requested by and is
being made available to other school
districts who are interested in this diver-
sity training model.

Faculty Interactive Research 
Program Grant Competition



University survey research centers
are to the social and behavioral
sciences what laboratories are to

scholars in the natural sciences. They
provide the facilities and capabilities for
collecting and analyzing the data used
increasingly in basic social and behav-
ioral research and in applied studies in
economics, marketing, communica-
tions, and public policy analysis.  In
addition, survey centers serve the
research needs of faculty and graduate
students, help educate and train
students in survey research methodolo-
gies, and link institutions of higher
learning with community organizations
and government agencies that address
public policy issues.

The Minnesota Center for Survey
Research (MCSR) provides survey
research services to University of
Minnesota faculty and administrators,
government agencies, private founda-
tions, and nonprofit organizations
working on public policy issues in
Minnesota. Originally conceived within
the Department of Sociology in 1968 as
an evaluation research center, MCSR
shifted its focus to large-scale telephone
surveys on public policy issues in the
early 1980s. However, accessibility to

MCSR remained limited primarily to
Department of Sociology faculty
members. To increase research connec-
tions within the University and between
the University and the community,
MCSR was given a new administrative
home at CURA in 1986. Through CURA,
MCSR’s resources are now available to
any unit within the University of
Minnesota. In addition, CURA’s
outreach mission of making University
resources available and responsive to
the needs of the Minnesota community
means that the range of organizations
that are able to use MCSR’s services has
greatly increased.

The Minnesota Center for Survey
Research conducts two quite different
types of survey research projects:
omnibus telephone surveys and special
project surveys. Omnibus surveys allow a
number of clients to purchase their own
section of a longer questionnaire and
share the results of a series of standard
demographic questions. The center
began these omnibus surveys with a
Twin Cities Area Survey, which has been
conducted every year since 1982.
Currently 800 adults who live in the
seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan
area are surveyed annually. Questions

come from a variety of Twin Cities–area
agencies and organizations, and cover a
broad range of topics. The 2001 survey,
for example, included questions from the
Metropolitan Council about traffic
congestion, commuter rail, the environ-
ment, and growth, as well as questions
from the Builder’s Association of
Minnesota about housing issues. The
2002 survey included questions from the
United Way about community involve-
ment and questions about organizational
awareness for the Boy Scouts, the Earle
Brown Continuing Education Center,
and Metropolitan State University.

Following the success of the Twin
Cities Area Survey, a Minnesota State
Survey was initiated in 1984. This, too,
continues to be an annual omnibus
survey with separate components funded
by individual organizations, depart-
ments, and agencies. For the state survey,
800 people are interviewed each year.

The Minnesota State Survey always
begins with an unprompted open-ended
question that asks: “What do you think
is the SINGLE most important problem
facing people in Minnesota today?” In
the 2003 survey, the most frequently
mentioned problem was the economy,
followed by healthcare, education,
social issues, and taxes. Over the years,
the “top problem” has ranged from the
current emphasis on economic prob-
lems to crime and taxes.

Several state agencies have included
questions in the Minnesota State Survey
on an annual or biennial basis. Ques-
tions about quality of life issues and
volunteerism have been asked regularly
since 1997 as part of a state perform-
ance measure known as Minnesota
Milestones, and the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Health has, since 1995,
included questions on a number of
different topics related to healthy
lifestyles. Nonprofit organizations have
also participated in the statewide survey
on a recurring basis. Questions about
organ donation, firearms regulation,
employment, environmental topics, and
United Way’s First Call for Help
program have appeared in the past
several years. Finally, higher education
institutions and organizations have
asked a series of questions in recent
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A student interviewer conducting a telephone survey at the Minnesota Center for
Survey Research. 
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years regarding the importance of
getting a college education and options
for funding higher education.

In addition to the omnibus surveys,
MCSR has completed a large number of
special project surveys for a variety of
different organizations, both within the
University and in the larger community
of Minnesota (see, for example, the cover
story in this issue of the Reporter, which
describes a project conducted with assis-
tance from MCSR). Clients have included
academic and administrative units at the
University of Minnesota; government
agencies at the local, county, regional,
and state level; school districts; nonprofit
organizations; and membership associa-
tions and foundations. Each year, MCSR
conducts roughly 15 to 20 special project
surveys. Many clients have used MCSR
consulting services on parts of other
survey research projects as well. Since
1986, when MCSR became part of CURA,
more than 300,000 telephone interviews
and mail questionnaire forms have been
collected for special project surveys.

For some time, MCSR has been using
a computer-assisted telephone inter-
viewing (CATI) system, which allows
MCSR to be much more efficient and
effective in its survey work. For example,
the CATI system makes it easy for inter-
viewers to ask related questions in
random order to ensure that results are
not influenced by the order in which
questions are asked. Similarly, CATI facil-
itates “branching,” which ensures that
respondents are not asked questions
that—based on their answers to previous
questions—do not apply to them.
Because CATI computerizes answers,
clients can see preliminary summary
results of a survey immediately without
waiting weeks for final analysis. 

The Minnesota Center for Survey
Research differs from private survey
research or market research firms in a
number of important ways. The most
obvious difference is its academic base.
Survey research has become an integral
part of scientific research throughout the
University, and MCSR plays a central
role in providing training, services, and
advice about this technique for
academic disciplines across the Univer-
sity. The University administration has
frequently used MCSR to find answers to
questions that will make the University
a more responsive institution—for
example, by asking past, prospective,
and current students about their
experiences at the University, or asking

citizens of Minnesota their opinions of
the University so the institution can
focus its energies to better meet citizen
needs and expectations.

A second important difference is the
extensive use of student employees. Each
year, MCSR employs a significant
number of students at the University to
help conduct surveys. The center exclu-
sively hires undergraduate students as
interviewers, and graduate students
frequently work as supervisors and
project managers. Using students as
workers is expensive, both because of the
relatively high student wages (well above
the minimum wage) and because of high
turnover as students graduate. But the
return on this expenditure is high-
quality survey work, valuable training
and hands-on experience for students,
and well-paying jobs to help students
fund their University education.

Another aspect that distinguishes
MCSR from private research firms is that
all data collected—whether from an
omnibus survey or a special project
survey—become public after 18 months
and available for other researchers to
use (see sidebar). Because the University
of Minnesota is a public land-grant
institution, it is standard policy at
MCSR to provide open access to such
data after a reasonable time period has
elapsed. This requirement affects the
kinds of projects MCSR is asked to
conduct. For-profit corporations and
organizations, for example, are less
frequent clients because they prefer to
work with private research firms that
conduct proprietary studies. On the
other hand, the prestige of the Univer-
sity also means that MCSR has occasion-
ally received projects from for-profit
corporations that desire the perceived
credibility and objectivity that accom-
pany a survey conducted by a respected
University research center. 

Its emphasis on public policy
research is another distinguishing char-
acteristic of MCSR. Although private
research firms do conduct survey
research on public policy issues, MCSR
specializes in designing public policy
surveys and brings particular expertise
and insight to this type of research. In
addition, this public policy focus serves
the land-grant mission of the University
to be of service to Minnesota citizens.
Survey research can be very useful to
organizations and agencies in evalu-
ating existing policies and determining
the need for future policy changes.

Finally, MCSR differs from other
survey research firms in its rigorous stan-
dards for everything from questionnaire
design and data collection to decisions
about how to report results. For
example, although Web-based and e-
mail surveys are increasingly used by
private firms seeking to provide
customers with lower data-collection
costs, MCSR has a policy of conducting
only standard telephone and mail
surveys. Many professionals in survey
research are concerned about the use of
Internet surveys for public policy
research. Not everyone has access to the
Internet and not everyone is equally
likely to participate in an Internet
survey. Consequently, MCSR maintains
that Internet surveys, while much
cheaper to conduct, are currently not a
reliable representation of public opinion. 

The Minnesota Center for Survey
Research has an excellent reputation for
conducting high-quality surveys at a
reasonable cost and has a growing
number of clients both inside and
outside the University. The staff at both
MCSR and CURA are committed to
making this valuable research resource
available to public and private organiza-
tions and agencies in Minnesota that are
concerned with public policy, as well as
to faculty and graduate students at the
University who are engaged in research.

—Rossana Armson (director, MCSR)
and William  J. Craig (associate

director, CURA) contributing writers
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Over the years, MCSR has conducted
hundreds of surveys whose results are
available to researchers and the public
for secondary analysis.  Many of the
surveys are already cataloged in
CURA’s online publications database
at www.cura.umn.edu/search.html.
Eventually all MCSR reports will be
added to the catalog. 

To locate reports, simply do a basic
or advanced search with “MCSR” as
one of the search terms (you may
wish to add keywords to narrow the
search to surveys on a particular
public policy issue or subject).

Locating MCSR
Survey Reports
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