
January 1, 2004, marked the 10th 
anniversary of the enactment of the 
North American Free Trade Agree-

ment (NAFTA), which expanded the free 
trade area formed by the Canada-U.S. 
Free Trade Agreement in 1989 to include 
Mexico. The liberalization of trade has 
had a dramatic impact on trade flows 
in North America. Between 1988 and 
2003, total merchandise trade between 
the United States and Canada increased 
by 162.8%, and trade with Mexico 
increased by 438.9%, whereas trade with 
non-NAFTA countries increased by only 
138.7%.

The success of NAFTA in promoting 
U.S. exports, especially exports to 
Mexico, has created the impetus to 
further expand the scope of free trade 
into Latin America. The United States 
and Chile signed a free trade agreement 
in September 2003, which has since 
been approved by the congresses of 
both countries. In addition, the United 
States has finished the negotiation of 
the Central American Free Trade Agree-
ment with Costa Rica, the Dominican 
Republic, Guatemala, Honduras, El 
Salvador, and Nicaragua, and has begun 
negotiations of agreements with Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru. 
With NAFTA now 10 years old and more 
free trade agreements on the horizon, it 
makes sense to ask the questions, “What 
has been the impact of NAFTA on the 
U.S. economy?” and “How has Minne-
sota fared under NAFTA compared with 
the rest of the United States?”

This article begins by examining 
the overall impact of NAFTA on the 
U.S. economy, and compares the actual 
economic impact with predictions made 
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in the early 1990s. We then examine 
the impact of NAFTA on the economy 
of Minnesota, focusing on the pattern 
of exports and production. We compare 
data on the performance of Minnesota 
exports with corresponding data for our 
neighboring state, Wisconsin, which has 
expanded its exports to Mexico far more 
than has Minnesota. We also consider 
why Wisconsin has had greater success 
in expanding exports to Mexico; is it 
because of a less Eurocentric attitude on 
the part of large, established exporters, 
or because of a greater willingness on 
the part small- and medium-sized firms 
in Wisconsin to enter a new export 
market? We find significant evidence 
for both explanations, especially the 
second, and we hypothesize that 
this greater willingness of small- and 
medium-sized firms in Wisconsin to 
begin to export to Mexico may have 
stemmed from more aggressive export 
promotion policies on the part of the 
Wisconsin state government.

This study evolved out of research 
originally supported by a grant from 
CURA’s Faculty Interactive Research 
Program in 1992. The original research 
project involved the construction of an 
applied general equilibrium model to 
analyze the impact of NAFTA on Minne-
sota’s economy. Unfortunately, that 
model—like the other economic models 
described below that were developed to 
analyze the impact of NAFTA—failed to 
predict the large increase in trade flows 
in some sectors that has occurred during 
the past decade. The present study was 
directed at understanding why the 
earlier models were so wrong in their 
predictions. Additional support for this 
research was provided by the National 
Science Foundation.

Predictions about the Impact of NAFTA
The year preceding the approval of 
NAFTA by the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives in November 1993 was one of 
intense public debate. Some opponents 
of NAFTA, including Ross Perot and 
many labor union leaders, predicted 
that the trade agreement would result 
in a “giant sucking sound,” with jobs 
and incomes being sucked south of the 
border and U.S. income levels dropping 
sharply. Some proponents, including 
business groups and members of the 

Clinton administration, predicted that 
NAFTA would result in miraculous 
economic growth in Mexico and large 
trade surpluses in the United States. 
Ten years later, it is safe to say that 
none of these extreme predictions were 
accurate.

Economists who developed models 
to analyze the potential impact of 
NAFTA in the early 1990s were fairly 
unanimous in their predictions: 
NAFTA would have small but favorable 
overall impacts on Canada and Mexico, 
but virtually no macroeconomic 
impact on the United States, due to the 
differences in the relative sizes of the 
three North American economies. The 
models predicted that NAFTA would 
result in modest increases in trade 
volumes, with the largest increases 
occurring in sectors that already had 
significant amounts of trade. Unfor-
tunately—at least for the economists 
involved—these predictions were 
also inaccurate. Trade volumes have 
exploded in North America, and some 
of the largest increases occurred in 
sectors where there had been little or 
no previous trade.

The Actual Impact of NAFTA
In what follows, we examine the 
changes in trade patterns that occurred 
between 1990 and 2000. We start in 
1990 to focus our attention on NAFTA 
and the period leading up to it; we end 
in 2000 because of limitations on data 
availability. We focus on merchandise 
trade—that is, trade in goods—because 
of the availability of these data at the 
state level. Furthermore, the data indi-
cate that the explosion of trade volumes 
in North America has been in merchan-
dise trade, not services trade.

Increased Exports to Canada 
and Mexico. As Figure 1 illustrates, 
the ratio of U.S. exports to Canada to 
U.S. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
increased by 24.4% from 1990 to 
2000. For exports to Mexico, this 
ratio increased by 126.6%. For exports 
to the rest of the world, this ratio 
increased by only 2.5%. In 2000, 
Canada was the United States’ largest 
export market, accounting for 22.6% 
of its exports (up from 21.1% in 1990), 
whereas Mexico had passed Japan 
to become the United States’ second 
largest export market, accounting for 
14.1% of its exports (up from 7.2% 
in 1990). To put these numbers in 
perspective, in 2000 Canada and 
Mexico purchased far more U.S. 
exports—almost 70% more—than 

did the 15 members of the European 
Union, even though these 15 countries 
had more than six times the GDP of 
Canada and Mexico combined.

From 1990 to 2000, imports from 
NAFTA countries into the United States 
also increased, and the United States 
currently runs large trade deficits with 
both Canada and Mexico. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that these trade 
deficits are far smaller proportionally 
than are the deficits that the United 
States runs with its other trade part-
ners. In 2000, for example, Canada 
accounted for only 11.7% of the U.S. 
trade deficit, compared to 22.6% of 
U.S. exports; and Mexico accounted 
for only 5.6% of the deficit, compared 
to 14.1% of exports. In contrast, 
China accounted for 19.3% of the 
deficit, compared to 2.1% of exports. 
The large U.S. trade deficits of the 
late 1990s were largely a product of 
relatively high levels of productivity 
in the United States, which made it 
an attractive target for investment by 
foreigners. For the most part, the large 
trade deficits of the early 2000s have 
been a product of large U.S. govern-
ment deficits. In each case, foreigners 
buy something else from the United 
States besides U.S. goods: U.S. private 
assets, including equities or corporate 
bonds, or U.S. government bonds.

Increased Employment and 
Productivity. Discussions of the gains 
and losses resulting from NAFTA often 
revolve around the number of jobs 
created and destroyed. Proponents of 
NAFTA claimed that it would result 
in 200,000 jobs created every year. 
Opponents argue that, in fact, it has 
resulted in 750,000 jobs destroyed. 
To put these numbers in perspec-
tive, consider that, every year in the 
United States, about 10% of all jobs are 
destroyed by quits, involuntary termi-
nations, and firm closures, and about 
an equal number of jobs are created. 
During the 10 years since NAFTA was 
enacted, the average number of jobs 
in the United States has been about 
130 million, which means that, during 
the past decade, roughly 130 million 
jobs have been destroyed and a similar 
number of jobs created.

The expansion of any trade rela-
tionship—like the expansion of trade 
with Canada and Mexico induced by 
NAFTA, or the current expansion of 
trade with China—results in both jobs 
created and jobs destroyed, much like 
the introduction of new technologies 
such as word processing. The important 
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Cover Photo: President Bill Clinton, 
with former Chrysler Corporation chair 
Lee Iacocca at his side, addresses a 
NAFTA conference at the White House in 
October 1993.



questions are the following: Are more 
jobs created or destroyed? And are 
the jobs created better or worse, in 
terms of productivity and pay, than 
the jobs destroyed? Figure 2 shows 
that the period following passage of 
NAFTA was one of net job creation in 
the United States, with the number of 
jobs per 100 persons aged 15–64 rising 
from 72.3 in 1993 to 76.0 in 2000. 
In other words, the employment rate 
increased by 3.7%. At the same time, 
labor productivity, as measured by 

real output per worker, rose by 15.0%, 
as shown in Figure 3.1 Total compen-
sation per worker showed similar 
gains during this period. The point 
of Figures 2 and 3 is not that NAFTA 
has been the sole cause of increased 
employment and rising labor produc-
tivity in the United States during the 

period 1994–2000. The economists 
who analyzed the potential impact of 
NAFTA in the early 1990s were right in 
pointing out that its macroeconomic 
impact would be small. American 
trade with Canada and Mexico has 
only increased from 4.1% of U.S. GDP 
in 1994 to 6.7% in 2000, whereas real 
U.S. GDP has increased by more than 
30%. Nor is the point of Figures 2 and 
3 to deny that some workers suffered 
losses as a result of the increased trade 
and investment flows that resulted 
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Figure 1. Ratio of U.S. Merchandise Exports to U.S. Gross Domestic Product (GDP)* by Country, 1990–2000

* Economic theory predicts that as a country’s production (GDP) grows, everything else being equal, so will the value of its exports, both because of infl ation and because 
of real growth. To remove from consideration the portion of export growth that is due to growth in GDP, we look at the ratio of merchandise exports to GDP. This ratio 
represents the growth of exports caused by factors other than the growth of GDP, such as changes in trade policy. In 1990, for example, U.S. exports to Canada were worth 
$83.0 billion, whereas U.S. GDP was $5803.1 billion. In 2000, U.S. exports to Canada were worth $174.6 billion, whereas U.S. GDP was $9817.0 billion. Consequently, the 
ratio of exports to Canada to U.S. GDP increased from 1.4% to 1.8% between 1990 and 2000, an increase of 24%. To facilitate comparison of growth rates, we normalized 
the ratio of exports to GDP for each country to a base of 100 in 1990.

Wisconsin

Minnesota

United States

20001999199819971996199519941993199219911990

N
um

b
er

 o
f 

W
o

rk
er

s
p

er
 1

00
 W

o
rk

in
g

-A
g

e 
Pe

rs
o

n
s

Year

50

55

60

65

70

75

Figure 2. Employment Rate for the United States, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, 1990–2000 

1 Incomplete data for the years 2001–2004, which 
are not shown in Figures 2 and 3, indicate that the 
employment rate fell in 2001 and 2002 and began 
to rise again in 2003 and 2004, whereas labor 
productivity has continued to increase throughout 
this period.



from NAFTA. The point is, rather, 
that it is difficult to argue that NAFTA 
has resulted in falling employment 
or income levels in the United States, 
as Ross Perot had predicted it would, 
whereas it is far easier to argue that 
NAFTA has played an important role in 
increasing productivity.

NAFTA Exports Grew More in 
Wisconsin than in Minnesota. As the 
data in Figures 2 and 3 indicate, the 
period 1994–2000 was one of increased 
employment and productivity in both 
Minnesota and Wisconsin. The employ-
ment rate increased by more than 6% 
in each state, and real output per worker 
increased by 19.2% in Minnesota and 
10.6% in Wisconsin. The data depicted 
in Figures 4 and 5 show that NAFTA had 
a very different impact on Minnesota’s 
trade patterns than it did on Wiscon-
sin’s, however. Although Minnesota’s 
exports to Canada and Mexico expanded 
only modestly, Wisconsin’s exploded.

From 1990 to 2000, the ratio of 
Minnesota exports to Canada to the 
Minnesota Gross State Product (GSP) 
actually fell by 7.9%; for exports to 
Mexico, this ratio increased by 46.7%; 
and, for exports to non-NAFTA coun-
tries, the ratio fell by 7.1%. Canada 
was Minnesota’s number one export 
market throughout this period, whereas 
Mexico moved from number nine to 
six, passing Italy, France, and Korea, but 
still behind Canada, Japan, the United 
Kingdom, Germany, and the Nether-
lands. Overall, the ratio of Minnesota 
exports to GSP fell by 5.9%.2

In contrast, during this period of 
time, the ratio of Wisconsin exports to 

Canada to the Wisconsin GSP increased 
by 17.2%; for exports to Mexico, 
this ratio increased by 212.4%; and, 
for exports to non-NAFTA countries, 
the ratio fell by 2.8%. Canada was 
Wisconsin’s number one export market 
throughout this period, whereas Mexico 
moved from number eight to number 
three, still behind Canada and Japan. 
Overall, the increase in exports to 
NAFTA countries led Wisconsin’s ratio 
of exports to GSP to increase by 10.3%.

The decline in the relative impor-
tance of exports in Minnesota was 
reflected in the decline in the rela-
tive importance of the sectors that 
produce merchandise exports—agri-
culture, mining, and manufacturing. 
In 1990, these sectors accounted for 
26.0% of Minnesota GSP; in 2000, 
they accounted for only 19.5%. In 
Wisconsin, the drop was proportion-
ally smaller, from 32.1% to 26.9%. We 
should remember, however, that in both 
Minnesota and Wisconsin, the decline 
in the importance of these sectors was 
only relative. Other sectors—construc-
tion, utilities, and services—had both 

real output and prices that grew faster. 
In both Minnesota and Wisconsin, the 
real output at 1996 prices produced by 
agriculture, mining, and manufacturing 
increased substantially from 1990 to 
2000, by 40.0% and 49.4%, respectively. 
In Minnesota, however, the real output 
of construction, utilities, and services 
increased even faster, by 55.3%, during 
this period, whereas in Wisconsin, the 
real output of these sectors increased 
more slowly, by 41.8%.

The data on employment and 
productivity in Figures 2 and 3 show 
that the period following NAFTA 
has been a good one for Minnesota 
at a macroeconomic level. Neverthe-
less, there are at least two reasons to 
be concerned by the relatively poor 
performance of Minnesota firms in 
expanding their exports to Canada and 
Mexico. First, NAFTA serves as a prelude 
to further economic integration in the 
Americas, and the failure of Minne-
sota firms to take advantage of export 
opportunities in Canada and Mexico 
may point to problems that will limit 
Minnesota’s ability to reap future gains. 
Second, the inability to expand exports 
as rapidly as states such as Wisconsin 
will lead to a further shrinking of the 
sectors that produce exports, which 
could make Minnesota more vulner-
able to external shocks that increase 
the prices of the goods produced by 
these sectors relative to those of other 
sectors. In the event of a real devalu-
ation of the U.S. dollar, for example, 
the prices of traded goods such as agri-
culture, mining, and manufacturing 
would increase relative to the prices of 
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2 These data were obtained from the Massachusetts 
Institute for Social and Economic Research (MISER) 
at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, 
which adjusts raw data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s Foreign Trade Division by filling in miss-
ing industry and state information. No state import 
data are available. Raw data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau indicate that between 2000 and 2003, 
Mexico fell to seventh on the list of Minnesota’s 
trade partners, as Ireland shot up from number 
seven to number two. In July 2004, MISER moved 
to Holyoke Community College and became the 
World Institute for Strategic Economic Research 
(WISER). Since 2000, MISER/WISER has not made 
adjustments to the U.S. Census Bureau data.
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nontraded goods such as construction, 
utilities, and services. Such a devalua-
tion would have a larger negative impact 
on Minnesota than on Wisconsin. It is 
likely that this sort of devaluation will 
eventually occur: Economic theory says 
that the massive trade deficits currently 
being run by the United States eventu-
ally will be followed by trade surpluses 
that will be accompanied by a real 
devaluation of the U.S. dollar.

Different Explanations for Why NAFTA 
Exports Grew More in Wisconsin
As the data in Figure 5 show, if 
Wisconsin had not expanded its exports 

to NAFTA countries—especially to 
Mexico—it, like Minnesota, would have 
seen its ratio of exports to GSP fall from 
1990 to 2000, and it, like Minnesota, 
probably would have experienced a 
decline in the relative importance of its 
exporting sectors. Why were firms in 
Wisconsin more able than Minnesota 
firms to take advantage of NAFTA to 
expand exports? There are at least two 
alternative explanations of Wisconsin’s 
superior performance in exporting to 
NAFTA countries.

First, large Minnesota firms have 
been slow to take advantage of export 
opportunities in Mexico because of 

Eurocentric export strategies. An April 
27, 1999, article in Fortune magazine 
cites 3M, Minnesota’s largest publicly 
traded firm, as a particular case in 
point. Some additional evidence in 
favor of the argument that Minnesota 
firms are more Eurocentric in their 
export strategies than are Wisconsin 
firms is provided by data on the 
distribution of exports before NAFTA 
was enacted. These data indicate that 
Minnesota exports are far more skewed 
to European countries than are the 
exports of either Wisconsin or the rest 
of the United States.

Second, the state of Wisconsin has 
adopted policies that assist small- and 
medium-sized firms to set up export 
operations in Mexico. Wisconsin oper-
ates a State Trade Office in Mexico City 
(see www.lgaconsulting.com) that helps 
firms conduct market research and 
search for distributors and consumers. 
The Minnesota Department of Employ-
ment and Economic Development, 
located in St. Paul, has a limited ability 
to provide some of the same services. In 
a June 2004 interview with Minnesota 
Public Radio, Mary Regel, International 
Director at the Wisconsin Department 
of Commerce, said, “We have a very 
good office, and it works with many, 
many hundreds of Wisconsin compa-
nies to help them sell into Mexico.”

Although both of these explana-
tions, and even other factors, may 
have some part in explaining the 
difference between the export perfor-
mance of Minnesota and that of 
Wisconsin, recent economic 
research—much of it conducted in the 
Department of Economics at the 
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The decline in the relative importance of exports in Minnesota during the 1990s 
was reflected in the decline in the relative importance of those sectors of the state’s 
economy that typically produce merchandise exports—agriculture, mining, and 
manufacturing.
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Figure 4. Ratio of Minnesota Merchandise Exports to Minnesota Gross State Product (GSP) by Country, 1990–2000.
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University of Minnesota—suggests 
that the crucial factors are those that 
affect the decisions made by small- 
and medium-sized firms to begin to 
export to a specific market. The 
models that were used in the early 
1990s to analyze the likely impact of 
NAFTA did not focus on this sort of 
decision and, consequently, failed to 
predict large increases in exports in 
sectors that had done little or no 
exporting before NAFTA.

Recent research on international 
trade focuses on the problem of an 
individual firm faced with the decision 
of whether or not to begin exporting 
to a given foreign market. There are 
two types of costs associated with 
exporting. The first are per-unit costs, 
such as shipping, insurance, and tariffs. 
The second are setup costs, which are 
one-time costs that must be incurred 
to begin exporting. Setup costs include 
the costs associated with conducting 
market research, redesigning packaging, 
training a new sales force, and setting 
up distribution networks.

If a firm is to undertake exporting, 
it must believe that the profits made 
from selling the good in another 
country will be large enough to cover 
the setup costs. Factors that affect the 
profits a firm can make from exporting 
include the per-unit exporting costs 
and the competition it faces from 
other producers selling similar prod-
ucts. Both the setup costs and the 
shipping and tariff charges will vary 
across firms, but on average, because of 
geographic proximity and more liberal 
trade policy, a firm’s costs of exporting 
to Canada will be lower than the costs 

of exporting to a European country. 
Thus, it is more likely that a firm 
will be able to make enough profits 
to cover the setup costs if it exports 
to Canada rather than to Europe. In 
2000, Minnesota firms exported more 
than 4.7 times as much to Canada 
than they did to the United Kingdom, 
Minnesota’s most important European 
market. The Wisconsin data are even 
more striking: In 2000, Wisconsin 
firms exported 8.3 times as much 
to Canada as they did to the United 
Kingdom, which was also Wisconsin’s 
most important European market.

This theory also provides a link 
between expanded exports and 
increased productivity: The firms 
that decide to start exporting tend 
to be more productive than the ones 
that do not. As these more productive 
exporting firms grow, they increase 
the competition for resources—such as 
workers—which makes it more diffi-
cult for less productive firms to turn a 
profit. Over time, the increased compe-
tition forces less productive firms to 
shrink or even shut down. The growth 
of high-productivity firms and the 
decline of low-productivity firms leads 
to an increase in aggregate produc-
tivity, as illustrated in Figure 3.

Methodology
With this theory in mind, we examined 
the data on exports to see whether the 
expansion of Wisconsin’s exports to 
Mexico was generated by a few large 
firms exporting more of the same sorts 
of goods to Mexico that they had been 
exporting before NAFTA, or whether it 
was generated by new firms that began 

to export after NAFTA. Ideally, we 
would have liked to use data on which 
firms were exporting and to where, but 
these data were not available. To get 
around this data limitation, we used an 
indirect approach. Instead of looking 
at firms that were not exporting to 
Mexico, we looked instead at goods that 
were not being exported. We know that 
if a good such as bituminous coal was 
not being exported to Mexico before 
NAFTA, then there were not any firms 
exporting bituminous coal to Mexico. 
If we see that, after NAFTA, some bitu-
minous coal was being exported to 
Mexico, then we know that there were 
firms that decided to begin exporting 
bituminous coal to Mexico.

To perform this analysis, we exam-
ined data on exports to Mexico from 
Minnesota and Wisconsin by type 
of good being exported. The data are 
organized by the Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) System, which 
uses categories that group together 
goods with similar characteristics.3 
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Figure 5. Ratio of Wisconsin Merchandise Exports to Wisconsin Gross State Product (GSP) by Country, 1990–2000.

3 The data reported in Table 1 are at the two-digit 
level of disaggregation. For example, the one-digit 
division 1–mining is subdivided into the four major 
groups with two-digit SIC codes that begin with 
the number 1: 10–metal mining, 12–bituminous 
coal, 13–oil and gas extraction, and 14–nonmetallic 
minerals, except fuel. The major groups could be 
subdivided further, into three-digit industry groups 
or even four-digit industries. The two-digit SIC 
data that we studied, however, are the most disag-
gregated state data readily available for the entire 
period 1990–2000. It would be useful to study more 
disaggregated data. Since 2000, the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s Foreign Trade Division has published state 
export data using the North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS), rather than the SIC. 
The NAICS was developed in cooperation with 
Canada and Mexico. In contrast to SIC, which pro-
vides up to four-digit disaggregation of data, NAICS 
provides six-digit disaggregation.
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For example, there is a group for fabri-
cated metal products and another for 
nonmetallic minerals, except fuels. The 
data we examined fell into 28 different 
major groups, ranging from agricultural 
products—crops to electronic and electric 
equipment, except computer equipment.4 
The different major groups are listed in 
Table 1.

We expanded the range of goods 
we were focusing on to include not 
only the goods that were not being 
exported at all before NAFTA, but also 
the goods that were being exported 
very little. We started by ranking the 
major groups of goods by how much 
they were being exported in 1990. 
Then, starting with the major groups 
that were exported the least, we 
added together as many major groups 
as needed to make up 10% of total 
exports. For the set of least-exported 
goods to account for exactly 10% of 
total exports, we had to split the last 
major group added to the set. This set 
of goods contains the “least-exported” 
goods for that trade relationship. For 
Minnesota’s exports to Mexico, for 
example, this set of goods consists of 
21 of the 28 major groups. We used 
77.8% of the last major group—rubber 
and miscellaneous plastic products—so 
that the set of goods was exactly 

10% of total exports. The set of least-
exported goods from Wisconsin to 
Mexico also contained 21 of the 
major groups, but not the same 21 as 
Minnesota’s set. The major group agri-
cultural products—crops is in the set of 
least-exported goods for Wisconsin, for 
example, but not for Minnesota.

Analysis
Figure 6 tracks the share of the least-
exported goods as a percentage of total 
exports from Minnesota and Wisconsin 
to Mexico from 1990 to 2000. For both 
states, the set of least-exported goods 
was constructed so that it constituted 
10% of total exports to Mexico in 1990. 
Notice that there was a significant 
jump in the share of least-exported 
goods as a percentage of total exports 
for both states between 1993 and 1994, 
as NAFTA induced firms to begin to 
export to Mexico.

For Minnesota, the share of least-
exported goods as a percentage of 
total exports fluctuated a little, but 
increased to about 15% during the 
period, accounting for 17.0% of exports 
in 2000. Total exports from Minnesota 
to Mexico grew by 171.7%, whereas 
the exports of the set of least-exported 
goods grew by 361.9%. Within the 
set of least-exported goods, the major 
groups fishing, hunting, and trapping; 
bituminous coal and lignite mining; 
forestry; and oil and gas extraction 
included goods that were not exported 
from Minnesota to Mexico at all in 
1990 but that were exported in 2000. 

The two major groups of least-exported 
goods with the largest increases in 
exports were paper and allied products 
and transportation equipment. Two major 
groups of least-exported goods—apparel 
and other textile products and metal 
mining—both had declines in exports 
during this period. With the exception 
of a few industries, the composition 
of exports from Minnesota to Mexico 
has remained relatively constant 
throughout the 1990s.

Unlike Minnesota, Wisconsin has 
seen a major change in its trade pattern 
with Mexico as a result of NAFTA. 
Goods that accounted for only 10% 
of Wisconsin’s exports to Mexico in 
1990 grew to be 25.6% of its exports 
to Mexico in 1995 and accounted for 
21.8% of these exports in 2000. Within 
the set of least-exported goods, the 
major groups bituminous coal and lignite 
mining and oil and gas extraction were 
goods that were not exported from 
Wisconsin to Mexico at all in 1990 but 
that were exported in 2000. The two 
major groups of least-exported goods 
with the largest increases in exports 
were chemicals and allied products and 
rubber and miscellaneous plastics prod-
ucts. In contrast to Minnesota, where 
the two major groups of least-exported 
goods with the largest increases in 
exports had a total increase of 599.5% 
(from $5.4 million in 1990 to $37.7 
million in 2000), the two major groups 
of least-exported goods in Wisconsin 
with the largest increases in exports 
had a total increase of 1,568.9% (from 
$5.6 million in 1990 to $93.1 million 
in 2000).

It is the differences in the exports 
of least-exported goods that accounts 
for most of the differences between 
Minnesota and Wisconsin in their 
patterns of export growth to Mexico 
following NAFTA. The sets of most-
exported goods from these two states 
to Mexico display considerable overlap 
and more similar growth rates than 
do the sets of least-traded goods. 
For example, Table 1 shows that the 
five major groups of most-exported 
goods from Minnesota to Mexico in 
1990 were industrial machinery and 
computer equipment; agricultural prod-
ucts—crops; food and kindred products; 
electronic and electric equipment, not 
computer equipment; and instruments 
and related products. Together, these 
five groups accounted for 83.8% of 
Minnesota’s exports to Mexico in 
1990. By 2000, the exports of these 
five groups had increased by 152.8%, 

4 The data that we used included four additional 
major groups—scrap and waste, used or second-hand 
merchandise, charity and military shipments, and 
special classification provisions—that we ignored as 
groups but included in our data for total exports 
and classified as other.

Wisconsin operates a State Trade Office in Mexico City that assists small- and 
medium-sized firms to set up export operations in Mexico—one explanation for 
why Wisconsin has surpassed Minnesota in expanding its export markets south of 
the border.

Photo courtesy of the W
isconsin State Trade O

ffice, M
exico C

ity
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Sources: The Massachusetts Institute for Social and Economic Research (MISER); and the U.S. Census Bureau, Foreign Trade Division

Note: Export data in boldface type indicates a least-traded good in 1990.

a 60.7% of this group was included in the set of the United States’ least-exported goods.
b 77.8% of this group was included in the set of Minnesota’s least-exported goods in Figure 6.
c 5.0% of this group was included in the set of Wisconsin’s least-exported goods in Figure 6.
d The category “other” includes the following major groups: 91–scrap and waste, 92–used or second-hand merchandise, 95–charity and military shipments, 

and 99–special classifi cation provisions.

Table 1. Minnesota, Wisconsin, and U.S. Merchandise Exports to Mexico by Two-Digit Standard Industrial Classification
(SIC) Code, 1990 and 2000 (in thousands of U.S. dollars)

United States Minnesota Wisconsin
SIC 

Code Description 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000

01 agricultural products—crops 1,338,690 3,108,919 17,039 42,663 200 5,902

02 agricultural products—livestock 102,673 146,705 3,642 658 7,844 4,514

08 forestry 22,010 39,949 0 47 17 77

09 fishing, hunting, and trapping 20,183 56,462 0 54 0 0

10 metal mining 36,600 50,080 104 3 0 0

12 bituminous coal and lignite mining 8,210 34,762 0 51 0 27

13 oil and gas extraction 109,616 656,348 0 33 0 5

14 nonmetallic minerals, except fuels 41,181 113,644 37 677 66 4,791

20 food and kindred products 1,155,746 3,523,776 15,847 38,107 6,285 43,116

21 tobacco manufactures 3,513 8,749 0 0 0 0

22 textile mill products 438,501 3,466,293 1,108 1,561 739 5,582

23 apparel and other textile products 542,192 2,854,859 866 191 56 2,979

24 lumber and wood products 292,227 522,265 455 1,344 324 4,498

25 furniture and fixtures 343,273 274,140 230 1,584 800 4,315

26 paper and allied products 946,615 3,085,086 3,184 23,877 8,305 40,957

27 printing and publishing 118,541 551,359 251 4,332 366 9,632

28 chemicals and allied products 2,336,344 8,147,373 2,455 6,987 3,470 51,161

29 petroleum and coal products 697,454 3,678,873 96 276 62 935

30 rubber and misc. plastic products 972,144 6,066,880 3,373 12,550 2,109 41,954

31 leather and leather products 134,449 770,665 123 457 747 5,179

32 stone, clay, and glass products 341,325 1,078,733 1,386 1,720 462 3,090

33 primary metal industries 1,635,573 4,978,683 708 6,946 2,239 9,247

34 fabricated metal products 1,267,620 5,695,395 4,987 10,596 8,044 63,215

35
industrial machinery and computer 
equipment

4,001,232 14,293,643 78,064 160,744 62,356 239,540

36
electronic and electric equipment, 
except computer equipment

5,462,291 28,142,548 15,811 77,547 11,457 80,612

37 transportation equipment 3,933,715 13,699,706 2,200 13,789 3,838 42,001

38 instruments and related products 1,046,013 3,760,750 9,626 25,760 14,886 53,526

39 misc. manufacturing industries 496,263 1,101,571 440 1,453 1,840 9,387

other d 531,274 1,812,662 648 8,059 369 10,286

      Total 28,375,468 111,720,878 162,680 442,065 136,880 736,528

a

 c

b
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from $136.4 million to $344.8 million. 
Table 1 also shows that the five major 
groups of most-exported goods from 
Wisconsin to Mexico in 1990 were 
industrial machinery and computer equip-
ment; instruments and related products; 
electronic and electric equipment, not 
computer equipment; paper and allied 
products; and fabricated metal products. 
Together, these five groups accounted 
for 76.7% of Wisconsin’s exports to 
Mexico in 1990. By 2000, the exports 
of these five groups had increased by 
354.8%, from $105.0 million to $477.8 
million.

That Wisconsin’s exports of most-
exported goods increased more than 
those of Minnesota is further indirect 
evidence of Eurocentric export strate-
gies on the part of Minnesota firms. 
Nevertheless, a look at the other groups 
of goods being exported shows a far 
more dramatic difference between the 
two states. Minnesota saw the exports 
of goods not in the five most-exported 
major groups increase by 269.8%, from 
$26.3 million in 1990 to $97.2 million 
in 2000. Although this increase is 
impressive, the corresponding increase 
for Wisconsin was far larger: 712.6%, 
from $31.8 million in 1990 to $258.7 
million in 2000.

Conclusions
The enactment of NAFTA has had a 
dramatic effect on the pattern of U.S. 
trade. From 1990 to 2000, exports to 
Canada (adjusted for U.S. GDP 
growth) grew 8 times faster—and 
exports to Mexico grew 42 times 

faster—than exports to the rest of the 
world. Our research shows that not all 
states have responded to NAFTA in the 
same way. Minnesota and Wisconsin, 
two very similar states, have had very 
different experiences under NAFTA. In 
Wisconsin, trade with Mexico has 
boomed, whereas in Minnesota, trade 
with Mexico has grown only slightly 
faster than trade with the rest of the 
world. One striking difference 
between the growth of trade in these 
two states has been the ability of each 
state to export goods that either were 
not being exported or were being 
exported very little before NAFTA. As 
summarized in Figure 6, the exports 
of these least-exported goods grew 
much more quickly in Wisconsin than 
in Minnesota.

Our results suggest that some 
difference in policy between the state 
government in Minnesota and that 
in Wisconsin has helped Wisconsin 
firms expand their export markets in 
NAFTA countries, especially in Mexico. 
One possibility, along the lines of 
the theory outlined here, is that the 
Wisconsin Trade Office in Mexico City 
has encouraged small- and medium-
sized Wisconsin firms to begin to 
export to Mexico by reducing their 
export setup costs.

More research is needed on the rela-
tionship between state export-promo-
tion policies and the growth of state 
exports. Frequently cited research by 
Timothy Wilkerson at the University 
of Akron and Lance Eliot Brouthers at 
the University of Texas at San Antonio 

has fostered the perception that foreign 
state trade offices do little to encourage 
state exports. Their research is based 
on regression analysis that uses 1990 
data on the levels of state exports. It 
would be useful to analyze more recent 
data on the growth—rather than the 
levels—of state exports. More impor-
tant, future research could employ the 
sort of economic theory outlined here, 
rather than relying on purely statistical 
analysis, as in the work of Wilkerson 
and Brouthers.

It is essential that research on the 
effectiveness of state export promo-
tion policies be couched in terms of 
economic theory. Only then can we 
answer the question of whether or not it 
is good public policy for a state govern-
ment to pay some of the export setup 
costs of small- and medium-sized firms, 
such as conducting market research 
and searching for distributors and 
consumers. Is it better public policy to 
leave these costs to be paid for by the 
firms themselves? The theory that we 
have outlined here suggests that state 
export promotion may be good public 
policy. There are likely to be increasing 
returns involved in the collection of 
information by a state office about 
export opportunities to another 
country. This information can then be 
distributed as a public good to firms 
from the state.

If states are to take advantage of the 
further expansion of free trade into 
Latin America, it is important that they 
learn as much as possible from NAFTA. 
Although both Minnesota and 
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Wisconsin have been able to export 
successfully to the geographically close, 
English-speaking country of Canada, 
there may be a larger role for state 
governments to play in encouraging 
exports to countries such as Mexico. 
Larger Minnesota firms may also want 
to be wary about concentrating their 
export strategies in Europe, where 
opportunities for expanding exports 
during the last decade have been 
smaller than opportunities for 
expanding exports to Latin America, 
and are likely to be smaller still during 
the next decade.
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Professor at the University of Minnesota, 
and an adviser to the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Minneapolis. In 1994, he advised 
the Mexican government on the impact 

of joining the North American Free Trade 
Area. His research and teaching center 
on the theory and application of general 
equilibrium models. Kim J. Ruhl is assis-
tant professor of economics at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin. At the time the 
research for this article was conducted, 
he was a graduate student in the Depart-
ment of Economics at the University of 
Minnesota and a research assistant at the 
Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. His 
research interests include the modeling of 
international trade agreements, the effect 
of international competition on produc-
tivity, and the aggregate implications of 
firm entry and exit.

This study evolved out of research 
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and are awarded annually on a competi-
tive basis. Additional support for this 
study was provided by the National 
Science Foundation.

The authors would like to thank Thu-
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Since 1981, the Minneapolis Neigh-
borhood Employment Network 
(NET) has been a leader in the 

effective delivery of employment and 
training services to low-income commu-
nities in Minneapolis. During its history, 
NET and its partners—the Minneapolis 
Employment and Training Program 
and various job bank affiliates—have 
received positive recognition for their 
innovative approach to employment 
training and their high degree of 
accountability. The most important 
recognition, however, has been that 
NET has achieved its original goal of 
helping low-income residents of Minne-
apolis find and hold employment.

The NET strategy is in fact a method 
of organizing rather than a specific 
program. The strategy empowers neigh-
borhoods to deliver public and private 
employment and training resources by 
recognizing that each neighborhood 
is somewhat different and by enabling 
the development of mini-strategies that 
reflect unique neighborhood priorities 
and issues. The strategy also recognizes 
that there is strength and increased 
knowledge through affiliation and part-
nership, and that strong, competent 
management can occur through the use 
of nontraditional models.

Since its inception, NET has often 
sought out the academic capabilities 
of the Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs (CURA) to help provide insight 
into the complexities of the issues 
surrounding employment and training. 
This article chronicles the history of the 
Neighborhood Employment Network, 
including its development, the creation 
of a partnership with the Minneapolis 
Employment and Training Program, 
and the role CURA has played in 
supporting NET.

Creation of the Neighborhood 
Employment Network
In 1980, Mayor Donald Fraser recog-
nized that the City of Minneapolis faced 
a number of challenges and oppor-
tunities. At the local level, economic 
redevelopment efforts had led to the 
completion of a number of building 
projects, with accompanying potential 

for job growth. At the national level, 
passage of the Job Training Partner-
ship Act provided an opportunity to 
take a fresh look at the management 
of employment and training services. 
Mayor Fraser and the Minneapolis City 
Council concluded that Minneapolis 
should develop a strategy to ensure that 
the city’s “hard-to-employ” residents 
would benefit from these changes.

In 1981, Mayor Fraser and the 
city council created the Minneapolis 
Employment Strategy Task Force. The 
task force consisted of 39 business and 
civic leaders, staffed by a consultant 
from Brooks, McAvey, and Associ-
ates and chaired by Roger Hale, then 
chief executive officer of the Tennant 
Company, a local manufacturer. 
Funding for the nine-month effort was 
provided by contributions from the 
private sector.

The task force began its work with 
several carefully defined assumptions: 
first, that there would be continued 
employment opportunities in the 
Minneapolis area; second, that public 
sector resources would continue to 
decrease and that an effective strategy 
could not involve the creation of a new 
bureaucracy nor be heavily dependent 

on public appropriation; and third, 
that the task force should not spend 
too much time evaluating existing 
employment and training organiza-
tions because the ultimate goal was to 
improve efficiency and effectiveness. 
At the end of the nine-month process, 
the task force published the Employment 
Strategy for Minneapolis. The document 
was lengthy and comprehensive, and it 
offered three major recommendations:

1.  divide Minneapolis into neigh-
borhoods that can be served by a 
neighborhood-focused employment 
and training system of job banks;

2.  provide the job banks with a busi-
ness partner that can offer leadership 
and access to resources; and

3.  incorporate computer technology to 
ensure that current job openings are 
communicated to the neighborhoods 
and job banks in a timely manner.

The Employment Strategy for Minneapolis 
was presented to the city council in 
December 1981 and, as is too often the 
case, it was “filed.” In early 1982, Roger 
Hale asked the mayor about the status 
of the strategy and volunteered to spend 
a few more months with the project to 
see if it could be tested.

The Minneapolis Neighborhood Employment 
Network: A Retrospective

by Michael S. Brinda and Mark R. Brinda

Photo by Steve Schneider

Neighborhood Employment Network collaborators, February 2004
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True to the basic assumptions under 
which the task force had labored, the 
implementation of the strategy was a 
low-key affair and was undertaken 
without the promise of funding. For six 
months, two people working as inde-
pendent consultants met with neigh-
borhood organizations and business 
and community leaders asking the 
question, “Are you and your organiza-
tion concerned enough about unem-
ployment of the ‘hard-to-employ’ to 
volunteer to create a neighborhood-
centered job bank?” The answer given 
by seven neighborhood organizations 
and businesses—including General 
Mills, the Soo Line Railroad, Honey-
well, Norwest Bank, and Prudential—
was “yes,” and the NET concept was 
born.

During the early 1980s, NET oper-
ated as an unincorporated organiza-
tion, with the Minneapolis Foundation 
acting as the fiscal agent. Funding was 
provided by corporate and founda-
tion philanthropy, and Michael Brinda 
acted as consulting staff to Roger Hale. 
It should be noted that with the excep-
tion of NET’s incorporation as a 501(c)3 
nonprofit organization in 1986, this 
nonbureaucratic, low-cost organiza-
tional structure remains the opera-
tional model today.

By the mid-1980s, the idea of an 
affiliation of neighborhood job banks 
facilitated by the NET staff had gained 
general acceptance. The opportunity 
to build a lasting partnership with 
the Minneapolis Employment and 
Training Program (METP)—the city 
program charged with administering 
government job training and placement 
services for Minneapolis residents—
arose when NET accepted an offer to 
share office space with the mayor. In 
addition to expanding the NET partner-
ship, the move demonstrated the high 
priority both the city and the mayor 
placed on employment training.

The mid-1980s were also an era 
of significant corporate involvement 
and support of the neighborhood job 
bank concept. Projects such as NET-
TIE, a railroad tie recycling business; 
Phillips Works, a community-based 
book binding business; the Phil-
lips’ Bakery; and Project for Pride in 
Living provided transitional employ-
ment for many people while exposing 
the neighborhoods to the realities of 
small business ownership. In addition, 
corporations such as Dayton Hudson 
and Prudential developed innovative 

projects to support the work of the 
neighborhood job banks.

By 1986, the cumulative positive 
impact and significance of the affili-
ated neighborhood job banks began to 
be felt throughout the city. Building on 
the positive relationship that existed 
between NET and METP, METP began 
to provide staff in the neighborhood 
job banks. Government employment 
and training staff worked alongside 
their nongovernmental organization 
(NGO) counterparts, providing intake 
for people into a variety of employ-
ment and training programs. Although 
the government staff provided access 
to government-funded programs, the 
NGO staff provided for direct job 
placement with operational support 
being provided by the United Way and 
other corporate philanthropy.

NET Partners with CURA 
With the successes of the job banks 
in attracting and serving job seekers 
during the mid-1980s came the realiza-
tion that there were many questions 
about barriers to employment that the 
“hard-to-employ” faced for which no 
one seemed to have answers. In the 
summer of 1988, NET contracted with 
CURA to complete a client survey of 
those individuals using the services 
at the NET Job Banks. Although the 
outcomes of the mid-1980s were 
important benchmarks for NET and 
the community partners in showing 
the success of the NET concept, much 
of the hard data concerning who 
was being served and how well they 
were served was still missing. Anec-
dotal evidence was all that NET and 
the job banks could use to talk about 
the services and those being served. 
The choice of CURA as an academic 
research partner to obtain these data 
was an obvious one; NET did not 
possess the research capabilities for 
surveys and data collection, while 
CURA could provide not only access to 
these research skills but also the pres-
tige that comes from being affiliated 
with the University of Minnesota.

The need for a comprehensive study 
of the NET approach was threefold. 
First, NET wanted to better understand 
who was actually using its services 
and whether or not these individuals 
really fit the stereotype of the “hard-
to-employ.” Second, the organization 
wanted to find out what NET users were 
looking for with respect to employ-
ment, both in the immediate and 

intermediate (two- to five-year) future. 
Finally, NET wanted to learn what its 
clients believed made it difficult to 
secure and maintain desired jobs.

Using interviews and short basic-
skills exams, CURA researchers went 
to each job bank during the months of 
July and August and met with roughly 
150 clients. Their findings proved to 
be important to both NET and the job 
banks. In general, clients who were 
interviewed defied typical stereotypes 
of the hard-to-employ, and the study 
highlighted the truly diverse nature of 
the people who were using the services 
provided. Furthermore, the interviews 
showed that most clients had a vision of 
where they wanted to be in the future, 
but that immediate needs often over-
shadowed that vision.

Armed with the findings from the 
CURA study and the positive experi-
ences from having government and 
nongovernment staff work together 
throughout the 1980s, the NET 
Job Banks began to act as contract 
vendors for METP during the early 
1990s. The concept was simple: using 
discretionary funds from Community 
Development Block Grants, establish 
job placement goals and then pay 
the NGOs for the number of place-
ments they made. This venture was 
so successful that during the next few 
years, METP established an ongoing 
community-based delivery system 
to provide employment and training 
services to residents of Minneapolis. 
Unique to Minneapolis and the NET 
Job Banks is that this method is totally 
performance-based. Payments are 
made to the NGOs only after initial 
placement and subsequent job reten-
tion at 90, 183, and 365 days. More 
than 10,000 people have received assis-
tance in finding employment under 
this administrative approach.

Although the early 1990s were signif-
icant for the move to a community-
based employment and training delivery 
system, NET and the affiliated job banks 
were aggressive on a number of special 
projects during this time. For example, 
the job bank located at Loring Nicollet-
Bethlehem, working with the SuperValu 
Corporation, pioneered Minneapolis’ 
reverse bus commute effort. This innova-
tive program facilitated bus service from 
Minneapolis neighborhoods with high 
concentrations of low-income workers 
to employment centers in southwest 
metro area suburbs. With funding from 
the McKnight Foundation, NET also 
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developed a supported-work project 
called NET-Jobs, which delivered special-
ized services to people facing multiple 
employment barriers.

An International Exchange
In October 1992, NET was afforded the 
opportunity to present an overview of its 
program at a conference convened by the 
Paris-based Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD). 

The accomplishments of NET had come 
to the attention of this international 
organization earlier in the year, and with 
support from a Fannie Mae Foundation 
grant, the program had the chance to 
share its knowledge with employment 
and job training colleagues from around 
the world.

The exposure that NET received at 
the OECD meeting led to a number 
of additional opportunities to explore 

European employment and training 
programs. In 1993, the British Council 
provided funding to allow NET to 
participate in a meeting of European 
employment counselors titled Euro-
counsel. In 1994, the German Marshall 
Fund (GMF) of the United States 
provided funding for an exchange 
program with employment and training 
counterparts in the Netherlands. To 
meet the information needs of the 
visitors from the Netherlands and the 
funding requirements of the GMF, NET 
once again turned to CURA, this time 
for a student to support the effort. The 
NET/Netherlands project produced 
lasting friendships, insights into the 
integration of physical and social plan-
ning as practiced in Rotterdam, and a 
report produced in partnership with the 
Ministry of Home Affairs of the Neth-
erlands titled Business Philanthropy and 
Corporate Social Responsibility. During the 
next five years, NET continued to share 
its expertise with and to learn from 
its European counterparts. A project 
that explored the European foyer 
housing concept was implemented at 
the Harriet Tubman Center, a woman’s 
shelter, and the NET facilitation model 
was discussed with mayors from cities 
throughout France.

The Maturing of the Job Banks
The mid-1990s proved to be a most 
interesting time for NET. The world of 
affordable computer technology had 
finally caught up with the Employment 
Strategy for Minneapolis recommendation 
for the use of technology to post job 
openings in a timely manner. Together 
with the HIRED job bank, NET secured 
funding from the McKnight Founda-
tion to enable each job bank to have a 
computer and participate in HIRED’s 
job listing service, known as JobLink. 
In addition to the timely listing of 
employment opportunities, the job 
banks now had the ability to link to 
METP and electronically record place-
ments and retentions.

During the late 1990s, NET member-
ship expanded from voluntary participa-
tion to participation that was mandated 
as a condition of the adult services 
vendor contracts with METP. The group 
had matured and was now responsible 
for the placement and retention of more 
than 700 people per year. Although the 
scope and sophistication of NET had 
increased, the corporate support and 
partnerships that were envisioned in 
the Employment Strategy for Minneapolis 
and that were responsible for much 
of the success of NET had diminished. 

More than 10,000 people have received assistance finding employment through 
NET’s community-based employment and training service delivery system.

Photo by Steve Schneider
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Corporate buyouts, mergers, and reloca-
tions contributed to significant losses 
in funding and, more important, to the 
loss of leadership and outright partner-
ships with the neighborhood job banks. 

The challenges of the late 1990s 
provided an opportunity for NET to 
again seek the help of CURA. The single 
greatest challenge of the period was the 
pending federal welfare reform effort. In 
conjunction with METP and Hennepin 
County Training and Employment 
Assistants, NET contacted CURA for 
help in understanding the needs of 
those who would be impacted by the 
change in welfare rules. In response, 
CURA facilitated a research team that to 
date has published two reports on the 
implications of welfare reform for low-
income people.1

A New Design
In 1997, the Minneapolis Founda-
tion provided the funding for a CURA 
project to evaluate METP and make 
recommendations to the mayor about 
the most appropriate administra-
tive structure for the program. From 
February through August, a design 
group of 20 met to consider how best to 
structure METP to meet the challenges 
of the 21st century. In October 1997, 
they published their report, titled New 
Designs for the Minneapolis Employment 
and Training Program.

Through this project, the relation-
ship between CURA and NET remained 
strong as Michael Brinda, director of 
NET; Tom Scott, director of CURA; and 
Chip Wells, director of METP, headed 
the design team steering committee. 
The New Designs recommendations 
for METP were that the NET system 
operating within Minneapolis should 
remain in place to continue delivering 
decentralized services to the commu-
nity, and that METP should be incorpo-
rated into the Minneapolis Community 
Development Agency to share city 
resources. Although the first recom-
mendation was followed, the second 
was not, resulting in METP’s structural 
relocation to the Department of Health 
and Family Support.

In addition to the New Designs 
report, the NET/METP partnership 

benefited from its relationship with 
CURA through the use of geographic 
information systems (GIS) technolo-
gies. CURA facilitated a GIS project to 
produce location maps that identified, 
by individual job bank, the location of 
each clients’ workplace. This informa-
tion proved useful in the development 
of placement strategies, as well as trans-
portation planning.

New Century, New Challenges
As NET entered the new century, the 
challenges posed by the increasing 
number of immigrants and refugees 
impacted the job banks’ abilities to 
make placements and sustain reten-
tion. In 2001, NET again called on the 
research and organizing capabilities 
of CURA to assist in the production 
of a diversity training manual. With 
funding provided by the McKnight and 
Bush Foundations, NET asked CURA to 
facilitate the development of A Supervi-
sor’s Guide to Managing a Diverse Work-
force. The report was aimed at middle 
managers new to diversity in the 
workplace and challenged employers to 
view the new workforce as a business 
asset rather than a diversity hurdle. 
Upon completion of the guide, NET 
hired the Pillsbury House Theatre 
Company, Breaking Ice, to adapt the 
guide for a stage production titled Hard 
at Work that could be distributed on 
videotape with the guide.

The changing economic conditions 
of the new century provided NET with 

the opportunity to revisit the struc-
tural organization of METP. Following 
the 2002 mayoral election, the City of 
Minneapolis considered how to restruc-
ture city government to provide a more 
efficient system for serving residents. 
A plan for organizational redesign 
and realignment was finalized in the 
June 2002 publication, Strengthening 
Community and Economic Development 
in Minneapolis, and approved by the 
Minneapolis City Council in May 2003. 
As part of this reorganization, a new 
agency—Community Planning and 
Economic Development (CPED)—was 
created in an attempt to streamline the 
governance structure, share resources, 
develop new partnerships between once 
separate agencies, and save money.

Although the recommendations of 
New Designs for the Minneapolis Employ-
ment and Training Program were not 
immediately accepted, the reorganiza-
tion of Minneapolis city government 
in 2002 provided an opportunity to 
revisit the findings of the report. As 
Minneapolis went about merging the 
offices of the planning and housing 
departments with those of the 
community development agency, the 
report’s recommendation that METP 
should merge with the redevelopment 
authority was finally realized. In the 
summer of 2003, METP became a 
part of CPED. Seeking to build on the 
CURA study from 1997, NET sought 
and obtained funding to research and 
publish a report on best practices from 

1 David Hollister, Mary Martin, and Connie 
Wanberg, Findings from the First Phase of a Study 
of the Transition from Welfare to Work in Hennepin 
County, Minnesota (Unpublished, 1999), 70 pp.; and 
David Hollister, Mary Martin, and Connie Wanberg, 
Findings from the Second Phase of a Study of the 
Transition from Welfare to Work in Hennepin County, 
Minnesota (unpublished, 1999), 37 pp. Both reports 
are available from CURA.

Photo by Steve Schneider

The NET partners meet bimonthly to network, engage in peer learning, and connect 
with businesses that are seeking employees.
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the merger of employment and training 
departments with economic develop-
ment departments. The resulting report, 
Best Practices: Merging the Minneapolis 
Employment and Training Program into 
the Office of Community Planning and 
Economic Development, offered insights 
into how other cities have managed 
the restructuring process, how linking 
economic development with employ-
ment and training services can benefit 
the hard-to-employ, and why it is 
imperative that the merger goes beyond 
a simple name change and attempts to 
reorganize how services are provided.

Today, the Neighborhood Employ-
ment Network is a partnership of 10 
vendors and 14 job banks (Figure 1 and 
sidebar). Each vendor is autonomous 
and responsible for its own operating 
budget and mission. Neighborhood 
job banks are staffed with certified 
career development professionals and 
networked with the larger social service 
community. A multitude of languages 
and cultures are reflected among the 
job bank staff. Job bank resources 

include state-of-the art computerized 
job listing services, client assessment 
tools, and local and regional busi-
ness contacts. The partnership meets 
bimonthly to network, engage in peer 
learning, and meet with businesses that 
are seeking employees. The results are 
placement rates of more than 700 low- 
and moderate-income people per year, 
with average wages at placement above 
the livable wage standard set by the 
Minneapolis City Council.

Conclusion
Since 1981, NET has operated as a low-
cost, nonbureaucratic, independent 
facilitator for the affiliation of neighbor-
hood job banks in Minneapolis. Nearly 
25 years later, the mission of helping 
low- and moderate-income residents of 
Minneapolis find and hold employment 
continues to be met. This retrospective 
provides an opportunity to identify 
some of the insights and lessons learned 
during NET’s history.

First, one of the keys to NET’s 
success has been its ability to maintain 

Hmong American Mutual Assistance 
Association
1130 N. 7th St.
Minneapolis, MN 55411 

East Side Neighborhood Services, Inc.
East Side Services 
1700 N.E. 2nd St.
Minneapolis, MN 55413

Pillsbury United Communities, Inc.
Community Employment Strategies
Unity Neighborhood Center 
2507 N. Fremont Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55411

Minneapolis Urban League
Urban League Employment Program
2100 N. Plymouth Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55411

HIRED North
North Minneapolis Workforce Center
1200 N. Plymouth Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55411

Individual Referral Program 
Educational Opportunity Center
1501 Hennepin Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55403

Southeast Asian Refugee Community 
House
1421 S. Park Ave., #4
Minneapolis, MN 55404

Pillsbury United Communities Inc.—
West Bank
West Bank Job Bank/Coyle Center
420 S. 15th Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55454

American Indian Opportunities 
Industrial Center
1845 E. Franklin Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55404 

Waite House
2529 S. 13th Ave.
Minneapolis, MN 55404

Phillips Job Bank
Goodwill/Easter Seals
919 E. Lake St.
Minneapolis, MN 55407

Employment Action Center
1527 E. Lake St., 2nd Floor
Minneapolis, MN 55407

Chicanos Latinos Unidos en Servicio 
2700 E. Lake Street, Suite 1160
Minneapolis, MN 55406

HIRED South
Sabathani Community Center
310 E. 38th St., Suite 101
Minneapolis, MN 55409

Neighborhood 
Employment Network 
Job Bank Centers

Figure 1. Neighborhood Employment Network Job Bank Center Locations
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a singular commitment to its original 
mission of helping low-income people 
find and keep jobs. Although NET’s 
work with community partners has 
presented many opportunities during 
the years to move beyond this original 
goal, the organization has resisted 
the tendency toward mission creep. A 
consistent focus on providing employ-
ment and job training services has been 
an important part of NET’s ability to 
build and maintain strong relation-
ships with neighborhood organizations, 
government agencies, and local busi-
nesses to deliver employment and job 
training services.

Second, NET has maintained a 
decentralized approach to providing 
employment services to clients. 
Because these services are provided on 
a neighborhood-by-neighborhood basis 
rather than through a more uniform 
or centralized approach, neighborhood 
job banks are empowered to respond to 
the unique economic and employment 
challenges in their communities, and 
services can be more carefully tailored 
to the needs of individual clients. On 
a larger scale, NET’s decentralized 
structure has allowed it to success-
fully adapt to changing statewide 
economic and employment conditions 
and to continue to ensure the delivery 
of essential services at the local level 

despite fluctuations in federal and state 
funding for such programs.

Third, NET demonstrates the poten-
tial value of public/private partnerships 
in providing employment services. 
Essentially NET acts as an intermediary 
between neighborhood job banks and 
local and state government. Although 
some might be tempted to view NET 
as simply another level of bureaucracy, 
NET’s involvement has been critical to 
how services are delivered. Not only has 
NET been able to leverage social service 
and other community resources in ways 
that government agencies alone may 
not have been able to, but it also has 
allowed these services to be provided 
more effectively and efficiently at less 
cost through outsourcing to existing 
community service providers.

Finally, NET illustrates the impor-
tance of local political support for 
successful employment and job 
training programs. Minneapolis mayors 
Donald Fraser, Sharon Sayles Belton, 
and R. T. Rybak all proved to be vocal 
supporters of having a nongovern-
mental organization such as NET play a 
role in delivering government services, 
and the long-standing collaboration 
between NET and the City of Minne-
apolis has produced strong working 
relationships as well as mutual respect 
and trust. In 2004, the City of Minne-
apolis underscored its commitment 
to job training by taking the unprec-
edented step of creating a new employ-
ment and training initiative called 
Closing the Gap. The new program 
will, in effect, double the amount of 
locally controlled funding available 
to help unemployed people enter the 
job market and thereby improve their 
economic situation. The Neighborhood 
Employment Network looks forward to 
the opportunities and challenges that 
this new program will create.

Although there is a great deal of 
excitement about the enhanced role for 
employment and training in Minne-
apolis, changes are inevitable. During 
the next two years, the retirement of 
key government managers and staff will 
impact the way employment training 
services are delivered. The Neighbor-
hood Employment Network itself has 
established 2008 as a “sunset” date for 
the program. These impending changes 
provide an excellent opportunity for 
a public policy debate about the role 
that NET-like intermediary organiza-
tions can play in delivering not just 
employment and training services, but 
a wider array of services in partner-

ship with government. Organizations 
such as CURA, the Citizens League, 
and the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute 
of Public Affairs should be encouraged 
to consider the public policy implica-
tions of intermediary organizations 
as the next evolution in the delivery 
of social services and perhaps should 
take the lead role in developing links 
between government, academia, and 
intermediary organizations across the 
Twin Cities. Furthermore, scholarly 
exploration of intermediary organiza-
tions is needed to see the larger impact 
of nontraditional organizational struc-
tures within the social services.

Michael S. Brinda is the director of the 
Neighborhood Employment Network 
(NET). Mark R. Brinda is a Ph.D. candi-
date in the Department of Geography at 
the University of Minnesota and a consul-
tant to the NET program.

The Neighborhood Employment 
Network began as an initiative of a 
few committed individuals intent on 
improving training and employment 
opportunities for unemployed people in 
the Twin Cities. Over time, the program 
has evolved and expanded to include 
partnerships with businesses, city govern-
ment, private funders, neighborhood 
organizations, and CURA. This partnership 
with CURA continues today. Currently, 
NET, CURA, Minneapolis Community 
and Technical College (MCTC), and the 
Minnesota Center for Survey Research 
(MCSR) are involved in a joint project to 
investigate how educational opportunities 
can improve career advancement pros-
pects for individuals who have recently 
participated in the NET program. For 
additional information about NET and 
the job banks, visit www.mtn.org/net and                  
www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/metp/.

NET’s decentralized approach to employ-
ment training allows job banks to 
respond to the unique economic and 
employment challenges in their commu-
nities, and to tailor services to the needs 
of individual clients.

Photo by Steve Schneider
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New Era for Government 
Training Service Organization

With 87 counties, 853 cities, 
1,972 townships, 341 school 
districts, and numerous 

special districts, Minnesota ranks sixth 
in the nation in the number of local 
government entities. This strong 
emphasis on local governance has its 
benefits but also its challenges. For 
example, how do local policy makers, 
staff, and appointed officials in diverse 
settings and from diverse backgrounds 
gain the knowledge to make informed 
decisions about the future of their 
communities and the skills to work 
effectively with other stakeholder 
groups?

In 1976, CURA convened a group of 
local government officials, state legisla-
tors, and higher education representa-
tives to address this very question. 
Government Training Service (GTS) was 
the result. Structured as a public, joint 
powers organization, its governing 
members have included the Associa-
tion of Minnesota Counties, League of 
Minnesota Cities, Minnesota Associa-
tion of Townships, Minnesota Regional 
Development Organizations, Minne-
sota School Boards Association, Minne-
sota State Colleges and Universities, 
State of Minnesota, and University of 
Minnesota.

The guiding principles behind the 
creation of GTS were to bring together 
the providers and consumers of educa-
tion and training, to develop quality 
programs available to all local govern-
ments so that each local entity did not 
have to “reinvent the wheel,” and to 
consider economies of scale. What 
emerged was a vehicle ideally suited for 
addressing intergovernmental and 
multisector educational needs. 
Through the years, GTS proved to be a 
valuable training arm for smaller 
public sector groups and associations 
that did not have staff or expertise to 
address specific issues or problems in 
their communities. Conferences and 
workshops on topics as diverse as 
community policing, government 
information technology, violence in 
the community, or quality in educa-
tion brought people together to 
develop a common understanding of 
the issue, learn about innovations and 
best practices in other communities, 

share diverse perspectives, solve prob-
lems, and sometimes even generate 
new knowledge.

Unfortunately, in times of major 
budget deficits, education and training 
are often the first budget items to be 
cut. Our small but critical Minnesota 
legislative appropriation, in place since 
1981, was just one of many cuts made 
during the 2003 state legislative session. 
In addition, Local Government Aid was 
reduced significantly and legislation 
was passed limiting state contracts for 
the biennium. Finally, neighboring 
Minnesota Public Radio bought the 
building that housed the GTS office, 
forcing us to find new quarters. These 
factors converged to create an unpre-
dictable future for GTS.

During nine months of discussion 
that involved representatives from the 
governing-member organizations, 
several things became clear. First, GTS 
provided valuable programs and 
services, and many clients wanted to 
continue working with the program. 
Second, our experience and expertise in 
collaborative efforts had potential 
benefits and applications for the 
nonprofit community in Minnesota as 
well. Finally, many new opportunities 
could be pursued through creation of a 
new structure, development of new 
products and services, and interaction 
with new audiences. Consequently, the 
GTS governing board decided to offi-
cially dissolve the joint powers organi-
zation on March 31, 2004, and member 
organizations transferred the GTS 
name, intellectual property, contracts, 
and monies to a newly incorporated 
nonprofit organization.

On April 1, 2004, staff came to work 
for the nonprofit Government Training 
Services (the addition of a small “s” to 
our name heralded a big event!). We 
have a new seven-member transition 
board, charged with creating bylaws 
and policies to govern the new entity, 
and recruiting a permanent governing 
board by the beginning of our first full 
fiscal year on January 1, 2005. Our tran-
sition board members include three 
individuals from the previous 
governing board—Monica Dwyer 
Abress, Mark Karnowski, and Brenda 
Norman—as well as Helene Johnson, 

Stuart Mason, Bob Ryan, and Patty 
Wilder. Their time and effort working 
on these important tasks have been 
greatly appreciated.

Today, the new GTS has an 
expanded mission and a different 
address. We are now located at 2233 
West University Avenue in St. Paul, in a 
building shared with many other 
nonprofit organizations. We dedicate 
our time to helping those who provide 
services to Minnesota citizens and 
communities meet current needs for 
knowledge and skills, and prepare for 
the changes to come. We continue to 
provide a full range of conference, 
education, and project management 
services, but we now place a stronger 
emphasis on bringing together intergov-
ernmental and multisector groups to 
address issues that require concerted 
efforts by diverse stakeholders. These 
issues can arise on a statewide, county-
wide, or communitywide basis.

Recent initiatives have included 
facilitating citizen engagement efforts; 
offering a workshop titled Local Govern-
ment 101 to various public and 
nonprofit audiences to help clarify the 
different functions of townships, cities, 
counties, and schools; and developing 
the GTS Training Network to provide 
discounted training opportunities to 
local government members throughout 
the state. Information on all programs 
and services offered by GTS is available 
at www.mngts.org.

During the past 27 years, the priori-
ties and resources of each GTS member 
organization have evolved, the social 
context in our state has changed, tech-
nology has emerged as a key force, and 
budgets have cycled up and down. It 
has been a challenging but exciting 
journey. We are thankful to those who 
had the vision to create and guide GTS 
as a public organization, and are proud 
to carry on that legacy through a struc-
ture that is better adapted to the needs 
of today.

—Helene Johnson, executive director of 
Government Training Services
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This article is the third in a three-
part series on the Minneapolis 
Neighborhood Information 

System (MNIS), a program at the 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs 
that assists neighborhood organiza-
tions in acquiring data and using 
geographic information systems (GIS) 
analysis and mapping to meet their 
revitalization goals. The article 
provides a summary of an independent 
evaluation of the MNIS program that 
was conducted to fulfill one of the 
requirements of the Department of 
Commerce’s National Telecommunica-
tions and Information Administration 
Technology Opportunity Program 
(TOP) grant, which provided funding 
for the MNIS program.

Methodology
The evaluation was designed to 
examine a range of potential program 
outcomes, including (1) whether the 
program changed the strategies and 
activities of program stakeholders 
(neighborhood organizations and    

City of Minneapolis agencies) and      
(2) whether the program led to changes 
in the physical conditions in the partic-
ipating neighborhoods or to changes in 
public policy.

We interviewed MNIS staff, 
employees of each of the participating 
neighborhood organizations, City of 
Minneapolis staff who worked with the 
MNIS program, and staff from five 
comparison neighborhood organiza-
tions. Both the participating and the 
comparison neighborhood groups were 
interviewed twice, once at the begin-
ning of the program in 2001 and once 
at the end in 2004. The comparison 
neighborhoods were chosen to repre-
sent a range of characteristics, including 
neighborhood location, housing condi-
tions, and neighborhood organization 
characteristics (see Figure 1).

Program Outcomes
The three partners in the MNIS 
program—the City of Minneapolis, the 
participating neighborhood organiza-
tions, and CURA-MNIS staff at the 

University of Minnesota—were each 
responsible for carrying out various 
activities to implement the MNIS 
program. In this section, we examine 
how successfully the important elements 
of the program were carried out.

City of Minneapolis. The City of 
Minneapolis agreed to deliver several 
items to make the MNIS program oper-
able. First, City staff created a data 
download Web site, a source for neigh-
borhood organizations to access a range 
of data items for all properties within 
their boundaries. The Hennepin 
County Tax Assessor’s Office, the 
Minneapolis Housing Inspections 
Office, the Minneapolis Department of 
Planning and Zoning, and the Minne-
apolis Public Works Department 
provided the data. The City made the 
data available online in December 
2002, 15 months after the TOP grant 
was awarded and the MNIS program 
began operation. The data’s release was 
delayed for several reasons. First, the 
City needed to establish a network of 
“data stewards”—City staff members 
responsible for updating and main-
taining the quality of the data 
contained in the data set made avail-
able to participating MNIS organiza-
tions. Second, there was significant 
instability in the City’s management of 
the MNIS effort. The City of Minneap-
olis, like many local governments in 
Minnesota during the early part of this 
decade, experienced a budget crisis 
during this period. As a result, GIS staff 
were cut and program progress was 
interrupted. At the same time, the City 
changed project managers for the MNIS 
program three times during the 
program’s three years.

Ultimately, the City’s ability to 
combine databases from several depart-
ments and make them available online 
was greatly facilitated by a multimillion 
dollar “Enterprise GIS” effort it had 
begun in 1998. Enterprise GIS involves 
both the integration of all the City’s 
data systems into one system and the 
decentralization of GIS capabilities to 
all departments. The MNIS download 
Web site pulls data directly from the 
Enterprise GIS system.

An Evaluation of the Minneapolis Neighborhood 
Information System

by Edward G. Goetz and Brian Schaffer
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Jeff Matson (right), program director at MNIS, meets with Elena Gaarder, execu-
tive director of the Powderhorn Park Neighborhood Association, to discuss an 
MNIS project. Neighborhood organization staff interviewed for this evaluation 
identified the ongoing technical assistance provided by MNIS staff as an indis-
pensable part of the program.
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The City also created a “feedback 
loop,” whereby neighborhood organiza-
tions can notify City staff of errors in 
the database and provide documenta-
tion to support their claim. City staff 
members then incorporate the correc-
tions into the database after verifying 
them. The City wanted the feedback 
loop in place prior to release of the 
data, and this also delayed release of the 
online database.

In addition, the city created an early 
warning system designed to predict 
housing abandonment. The system, 
which “scores” residential properties on 
various dimensions, is available online, 
but was not released until December 
2003, a full 18 months after it was 
scheduled to become available. Once 
again, the delays were mainly bureau-
cratic (staffing, budgets, project 
management, legal issues), but there 
was also some disagreement as to what 
indicators of abandonment could be 

used and how the formula to determine 
risk of abandonment should work.

Finally, the City agreed to make 
available to neighborhood organiza-
tions GIS tools to facilitate quick and 
easy mapping analysis. The availability 
of these analytic tools (e.g., map 
templates) online would allow groups 
with little or no GIS expertise to easily 
create maps of interest to them. This 
task has not yet been completed. There 
is currently no source of automated GIS 
applications that would allow a neigh-
borhood organization to easily create a 
map from the data that are available 
online. Given the difficulties of 
learning GIS software and the resource 
constraints neighborhood organizations 
that want to use GIS face, the lack of 
such a tool kit is an important short-
coming of the program. 

CURA-MNIS Staff. The Center for 
Urban and Regional Affairs is the 
administrative home for MNIS staff. 

The MNIS staff works directly with 
neighborhood organizations to build 
their capacity to use GIS software and 
electronic databases, and to help them 
identify ways to utilize the City data in 
the work of their organizations. From 
June 2001 through the end of the grant 
period in September 2004, MNIS staff 
conducted GIS training for partici-
pating organizations on a monthly 
basis. Virtually all the neighborhood 
organization staff members we inter-
viewed indicated that they felt the 
trainings were convenient and useful. 
Many respondents commented specifi-
cally on the usefulness of the step-by-
step handouts, which they considered 
indispensable when trying to replicate 
the applications learned at earlier 
training sessions. Others responded 
well to the hands-on nature of the 
training.

In addition to training sessions, 
MNIS staff also provided regular 
consulting on GIS and mapmaking 
issues to the 12 participating neighbor-
hood organizations. Many of the 
groups identified the MNIS staff’s 
ongoing technical assistance as an 
indispensable part of the program that 
helped them use GIS software and City 
data more fully than they would have 
otherwise.

In the spring of 2003, MNIS staff 
began preparing the MNIS Handbook, a 
GIS “how-to” manual. The handbook 
was designed to be used as a reference 
tool, with basic instruction on how to 
use GIS software and spatial data at the 
neighborhood level. As of August 2004, 
however, the handbook has not been 
completed or disseminated to partici-
pating MNIS organizations.

Neighborhood Organizations. 
Between June 2001 and the end of 
2003, MNIS neighborhood organiza-
tions sent 48 different people to MNIS 
training sessions. There was a wide 
range of involvement in the trainings, 
with some organizations sending 
several staff members to multiple 
training sessions and other organiza-
tions sending only a few staff to a 
handful of sessions. Neighborhood 
organization staff members reported 
varying levels of confidence in their 
abilities to use GIS and manipulate the 
MNIS data. Four reported a high degree 
of confidence in their ability to use the 
software and prepare maps. Three orga-
nizations reported the ability to 
complete basic steps, while relying 
heavily on MNIS staff for help. Two 
other organizations reported a high 

 

 

Figure 1. Locations of Participating MNIS Neighborhoods and Comparison 
Neighborhoods
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degree of confidence during the first 
round of interviews, but had lost staff 
members since that time and reported 
in the most recent interviews that they 
are not using the software or reported a 
lack of confidence in their in-house 
ability to do so. The final three organi-
zations reported having no confidence 
in their ability to use GIS software and 
to access the MNIS data.

The regular use of maps is quite 
common among MNIS member-    
organizations, and significantly more 
common than among the comparison 
neighborhood organizations. Most of 
the maps organizations participating in 
the MNIS program make are used for 
strategic purposes (to plan organiza-
tional strategy or analyze conditions 
that affect strategic choices). Four orga-
nizations—Hawthorne Area Commu-
nity Council, Holland Neighborhood 
Improvement Association, Seward 
Neighborhood Group, and Northside 
Residents Redevelopment Council—
were especially focused on using maps 
for strategic purposes. The most 
common strategic use of GIS and 
mapping technologies was the charting 
of Neighborhood Revitalization 
Program (NRP) expenditures to serve as 
an evaluation of the Phase I NRP activi-
ties taking place in the neighborhoods. 
Other strategic uses of mapping 
included land-use studies that high-
lighted various aspects of the neighbor-
hoods such as developable land and 
possibilities for higher density housing; 
and maps that identified the location 

of vacant storefronts, absentee landlord 
properties, crime calls, problem proper-
ties, and a range of other neighborhood 
characteristics. The second most 
common use of maps was for adminis-
trative purposes. This included, most 
commonly, the use of GIS data to create 
mailing labels and to make maps with 
information useful to staff and board 
members.

Although most of the participating 
MNIS neighborhood organizations had 
originally planned in 2001 to add their 
own data to the City data that were 
available online, most had not 
followed through on that plan by 
2004. In most cases, the lack of follow-
up was attributed to staff turnover at 
the organization.

Neighborhood Organization 
Involvement in MNIS
The 12 participating MNIS organiza-
tions can be placed into three tiers rela-
tive to their level of participation in 
MNIS (Table 1). These tiers are defined 
by four characteristics: (1) the degree of 
on-staff expertise in GIS within the 
organization, (2) the ability to indepen-
dently generate GIS and mapping prod-
ucts, (3) the extent of the organization’s 
contributions to the development of the 
MNIS program, and (4) the ability to 
identify significant impacts of GIS tech-
nology and MNIS participation on the 
organization’s activities.

Organizations in the top tier (Elliot 
Park Neighborhood, Inc.; Hawthorne 
Area Community Council; Longfellow 

Community Council; Powderhorn Park 
Neighborhood Association; and St. 
Anthony West Neighborhood Organi-
zation) rank highly on most or all of 
these dimensions. They have consider-
able in-house GIS capabilities, they 
have played important roles in creating 
and developing the MNIS program, 
they have contributed significantly to 
MNIS steering committee activities, 
and they report significant organiza-
tional impacts and can illustrate 
multiple ways in which MNIS has 
increased their organizational efficacy 
and efficiency.

Organizations in the second tier 
(Harrison Neighborhood Association, 
Northside Residents Redevelopment 
Council, Seward Neighborhood Group, 
and Standish-Ericsson Neighborhood 
Association) were slightly less involved 
in MNIS. They have generally identi-
fied a need for GIS proficiency and they 
value the potential benefits of MNIS 
participation for their organization, but 
they either have not acquired or have 
not retained sufficient in-house 
capacity to be confident in using the 
MNIS program over time. These organi-
zations typically rely more on MNIS 
staff to produce the mapping products 
they want. Although they are able to 
experience benefits from participation 
in the MNIS program, as a rule they do 
not do so independently, nor to the 
degree that they would like. Most of 
the organizations in this category indi-
cated that they just do not have the 
capacity to use GIS as much as they 
would like or had this capacity at one 
time during the program, but lost it as 
key staff members moved on.

The final tier of neighborhood orga-
nizations (East Phillips Improvement 
Coalition, Holland Neighborhood 
Improvement Association, and Whittier 
Alliance) includes groups that have 
participated very little in the MNIS 
program. These are organizations that 
either have not taken advantage of the 
program or have indicated that mapping 
and GIS capabilities are a relatively low 
priority for their organization. It should 
be noted that circumstances can change 
rapidly for neighborhood organizations 
so that the level of involvement and 
expertise in a specific organization can 
fluctuate over time.

Organizations that had previous 
GIS experience were much more likely 
to be heavily involved in MNIS. Having 
had GIS expertise prior to participation 
in MNIS reflects both a preexisting 
capacity and an organizational 

Photo by Steve Schneider

Participating MNIS neighborhood organizations make regular use of maps for 
a wide range of activities, from charting Neighborhood Revitalization Program 
expenditures to tracking neighborhood characteristics and land uses.



FALL 2004   21       

commitment to GIS activities. Previous 
capacity and commitment to GIS corre-
lates strongly with a high degree of 
involvement in MNIS. In addition, 
organizations that identified a specific 
reason for joining MNIS were much 
more likely to be heavily involved in 
the program. Having general or indis-
tinct reasons for joining the MNIS 
program did not translate into high 
levels of involvement. Quite predict-
ably, the degree to which organizations 
availed themselves of the training 
opportunities is highly correlated with 
organizational involvement in MNIS. 
Tier one organizations sent more staff 
members to the trainings on average 
compared to other organizations, their 
staff members attended more training 
sessions overall (on average, about 
twice as many sessions as the other 
organizations), and the average number 
of training sessions attended by each 
staff member was significantly higher. 
Attendance at training sessions is both 
a reflection of the organizational 
priority given to the MNIS program 
and a measure of the in-house capacity 
that these organizations were creating 
over the course of the program.

Program Outcomes
Changes in Practice. Participation 

in the MNIS program does not seem to 
have changed the way neighborhood 
organizations conduct their business or 
altered their organizational strategies. 
Although participation in the program 
does seem to have led to a continued 
and frequent use of maps in organiza-
tional activities, these groups made 
frequent use of maps prior to participa-
tion in the program as well. Although 
organizations anticipated adding their 
own data to MNIS to increase its utility, 
the degree to which this has taken place 
has not matched the organizations’ own 
expectations. Additionally, although the 
early warning system might lead to new 
organizational strategies to prevent 
housing abandonment, the system has 
not been operating long enough for 
such strategies to have materialized yet.

Instead, the main impact of the 
MNIS program on these organizations 
has been to enhance the work they 
were already engaged in. A frequent 
comment by MNIS participants is that 
the program has improved the work 
they do and given them greater legiti-
macy with funders, developers, and 
policy makers. One neighborhood orga-
nization acknowledged that having 
access to the MNIS data supplemented 

their hands-on knowledge of their 
neighborhood and allowed them to get 
ahead of the “development curve” to 
create a land-use plan that will guide 
future development. Several of the 
neighborhoods also stated that MNIS 
has allowed them to more effectively 

engage volunteers and better serve resi-
dents. A large majority of the partici-
pating organizations gave the MNIS 
program high marks. They claimed that 
it has been very useful to them and 
most organizations can point to a 
number of ways the program has had a 
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Virtually all of the neighborhood organization staff who were interviewed felt that 
the monthly GIS training sessions offered by MNIS were both convenient and use-
ful. The program evaluation found that attendance at these training sessions was 
highly correlated with an organization’s overall involvement in the MNIS program.

Table 1. Three Tiers of Neighborhood Involvement in the MNIS Program

Tier Neighborhood organizations Characteristics

1

Elliot Park Neighborhood, Inc.
Hawthorne Area Community Council
Longfellow Community Council
Powderhorn Park Neighborhood 
   Association 
St. Anthony West Neighborhood
   Organization

in-house staff trained and competent 
   in GIS
able to produce GIS products 
   independently
makes regular contributions to MNIS 
   program development and steering 
   committee activities 
identifies significant impacts of MNIS 
   and GIS tools on organizational 
   activities

2

Harrison Neighborhood Association
Northside Residents Redevelopment 
   Council 
Seward Neighborhood Group
Standish-Ericsson Neighborhood 
   Association

incomplete or inconsistent in-house 
   training in GIS
values GIS contribution, but relies on  
   MNIS staff to produce GIS products
desires to expand GIS capabilities

3

East Phillips Improvement Coalition
Holland Neighborhood Improvement 
   Association
Whittier Alliance

little to no in-house training in GIS
unable to use GIS software
little to no involvement in MNIS 
   program development and steering 
   committee activities 
has not prioritized GIS mapping tools
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positive effect on their activities (for 
specific examples, see the previous 
article in this series, which appeared in 
the Summer 2004 issue of the CURA 
Reporter).

The MNIS program did involve a 
significant change in the way the City 
of Minneapolis conducts its business 
related to property data, as well as the 
degree of public access to that data. 
Under the MNIS program, the City 
combined several data sources, orga-
nized them by neighborhood and prop-
erty identification number, and made 
them publicly available online. The city 
also constructed the online early 
warning system and the feedback loop. 
All these represent new ways of doing 
business for the City.

It was hoped that MNIS would 
increase the accuracy of the City’s data, 
primarily through the operation of the 
feedback loop. For the most part, 
however, this feature of the online 
system has been unused. According to 
some of the neighborhoods, they 
stopped using the feedback loop when 
they failed to see any results from its 
use. According to the City, it received 
only three instances of feedback 
between March and August 2004, and 
roughly 20 for the entire year. At the 
same time, the process of creating the 
Enterprise GIS system and the MNIS 
online data system has led to increased 
data accuracy because it forced depart-
ments to be responsible for the data 
they provide and reinforced the need 
for strong data stewardship

Changes in Neighborhood Conditions 
and Public Policy
We were unable to establish any 
connection between the MNIS 
program and changes in the physical 
condition of the participating neigh-
borhoods. For example, the concern of 
many MNIS organizations about vacant 
and abandoned housing decreased 
significantly from the first year of the 
program to the last year due to the 
strong housing market in the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area and the 
resulting decline in vacancies. The 
number of vacant and abandoned 
housing units in participating MNIS 
neighborhoods declined from 78 at the 
beginning of 2001 to 35 in the summer 
of 2004, a 55% reduction. In the rest of 
the city, however, the number of 
boarded properties declined by 57% 
during the same time period. 

There are two likely reasons for the 
lack of program impact on neighbor-
hood housing conditions. First, the 

City of Minneapolis was experiencing a 
robust housing market during the 
program period. The magnitude of the 
market changes likely swamped the 
impact of the MNIS program. Second, 
and more important, the element of 
the program that was most likely to 
produce a neighborhood impact—the 
early warning system—was not 
completed until the last year of the 
program. There simply has not been 
enough time for the MNIS organiza-
tions to use the system to identify 
potentially troubled properties and 
develop intervention strategies.

The MNIS program has resulted in 
some measurable public policy impacts. 
First, the changes in City policy 
regarding data collection, maintenance, 
and public availability are important 
policy changes that put Minneapolis at 
the forefront of cities nationwide in its 
efforts to share electronic property data 
between public and nonprofit agencies. 
Second, one MNIS organization, the 
Hawthorne Area Community Council, 
was able to use resources available 
through MNIS to create an advocacy 
campaign that resulted in a change in 
City policy regarding the disposition of 
vacant lots (see the article on MNIS in 
the Summer 2004 issue of the CURA 
Reporter for details). Finally, MNIS 
neighborhood groups have been using 
GIS to help establish a better informa-
tional foundation for an array of city-
managed redevelopment processes, 
including the Lake Street redevelop-
ment initiative, the Midtown Greenway 
planning process, and the Harrison-
Glenwood Avenue redevelopment plan.

The Future of MNIS
Neighborhood organizations face a 
number of constraints in trying to use 
GIS in their regular organizational 
activities. The technical aspects of 
learning GIS are a challenge to organi-
zations that typically have little time to 
devote to ongoing training. High turn-
over among neighborhood staff also 
means that once obtained, on-staff 
technical expertise often must be 
maintained by training new employees.

Given these constraints, it is notable 
that a majority of the participating 
MNIS organizations have been able to 
benefit from the program as much as 
they have. Of the 12 participating orga-
nizations, 9 make more than occasional 
use of MNIS resources and can point to 
significant contributions the program 
has made to their organization’s activi-
ties. The groups have made strategic use 
of their mapping capabilities and the 

The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs, in partnership with the 
Minnesota Department of Employ-
ment and Economic Development, 
the Minnesota Housing Finance 
Agency, the Minnesota Office of 
Revenue, the Metropolitan Council, 
Ramsey and Hennepin Counties, 
and various Twin Cities neighbor-
hood organizations and community 
development corporations, has 
been awarded a three-year, 
$600,000 Technology Opportunities 
Program (TOP) grant from the U.S. 
Department of Commerce to fund a 
new initiative called Minnesota      
3-D. The project will provide an 
integrated, Internet-accessible 
system of employment, housing, 
and development information and 
analysis tools for neighborhoods, 
community development corpora-
tions, employment trainers, busi-
nesses, central cities, suburbs, 
counties, and state agencies in 
Minnesota. Minnesota 3-D will be a 
“first-of-its-kind” system, 
combining existing regionwide 
parcel-level housing data with state-
wide employment and demo-
graphic data obtained through 
agreements with the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, the Social Security 
Administration, and the U.S. 
Census Bureau.

Minnesota 3-D will be used 
to support the next generation of 
community economic develop-
ment, in which jobs and housing 
are located near each other. The 
project will include a suite of 
Internet-based applications that 
will provide geographic analysis 
of current development patterns, 
encourage job creation near areas 
with underutilized workforce assets, 
promote housing production and 
reinvestment near job growth areas, 
and support community economic 
development activities at the local 
level. The award will allow CURA 
to broaden its efforts in commu-
nity GIS and capacity building, 
which began with the Minneapolis 
Neighborhood Information System 
(MNIS) project in 2001.

CURA Receives TOP 
Grant for 2004
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program has generated a range of bene-
fits, from providing greater access to 
data to ensuring greater accuracy of the 
data itself.

The creation and maintenance of 
GIS capacity within neighborhood 
organizations remains the greatest chal-
lenge for MNIS as it moves forward. The 
role of MNIS staff as a training and 
consulting resource for neighborhood 
organizations is essential to the success 
of this kind of program. This capacity 
can be sustained if the following recom-
mendations are followed:

 The MNIS training and consulting 
role should be retained in any future 
version of this program.

 Staff from MNIS or the City of 
Minneapolis should develop auto-
mated applications that allow users 
to complete simple tasks—such as 
creating mailing labels and creating 
basic standard maps—to give neigh-
borhoods the ability to use GIS 

without having to learn the intrica-
cies of the software.

 The MNIS program should consider 
offering onsite training for neighbor-
hood organizations to allow more of 
their staff members to attend.

 The MNIS staff should complete 
and distribute the MNIS “how-to” 
manual.

The City of Minneapolis also should 
be commended for creating online 
access to a single, unified database of 
property information. To maximize the 
impact of MNIS in the future, we 
recommend the following:

 Establish regular meetings between 
the data users (neighborhood organi-
zations) and the data stewards (City 
staff). A closer dialogue between the 
groups could help to enhance the 
operation of the feedback loop, as 
well as improve communication 
between the people involved in 
implementing the MNIS program.

 If the program is expanded to 
include other neighborhoods, MNIS 
participation should be clearly relat-
ed to the specific organizational 
objectives of the participating 
groups. Participation linked to spe-
cific organizational objectives has 
fostered maximum impact of the 
program for neighborhood groups 
that have participated to date.

Edward G. Goetz is a research associate 
at CURA and professor at the University of 
Minnesota’s Humphrey Institute of Public 
Affairs, where he directs the Urban and 
Regional Planning Program and serves 
as Associate Dean for Academics. Brian 
Schaffer is a student in the Masters of 
Urban and Regional Planning Program at 
the Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, 
and a graduate research assistant with 
the Minneapolis Neighborhood Informa-
tion System. 
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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 projects high-
lighted in this issue were made possible 
through the Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP), which connects commu-
nities in Greater Minnesota with Univer-
sity of Minnesota faculty and students. 
These projects help rural communities 
take advantage of University 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.

■ Gale Woods Farm Educational 
Program. Gale Woods Farm is a working 
educational farm located 30 miles west 
of Minneapolis in Minnetrista. It is 
a recent addition to the Three Rivers 
Park District, which was established to 
promote environmental stewardship 
through recreation and education in a 
natural resources–based park system. 
The Gale Woods Farm Educational 
Program allows groups to receive 
hands-on farming experience and learn 
about topics such as veterinary skills, 
soil science, water quality, and wool 

processing. Research assistant Courtney 
Tchida, a graduate student in agricul-
ture, food, and environmental education 
at the University of Minnesota, helped 
increase awareness of Gale Woods Farm 
among high school agriculture teachers, 
and prompted them to think about how 
this facility might fit into their curri-
cula. Tchida conducted surveys with 
approximately 24 teachers who represent 
30 different schools. The results indi-
cated that teachers were excited about 
opportunities to fit Gale Woods Farm 
into their curricula, and that the facility 
will enable them to offer hands-on 
opportunities not available elsewhere. 
In addition, Tchida created farm-based 
curricula on composting, food security, 
and land stewardship. These materials, 
as well as her discussions with teachers, 
will help project supervisor Tim Reese 
and others at Gale Woods Farm provide 
curriculum modules for high school 
agricultural groups (such as Future 
Farmers of America) and for summer 
classes that involve in-class preparation 
activities followed by a visit to the farm 
to do hands-on projects.

■ New York Mills Rural Arts Project 
for Youth. The New York Mills Arts 
Retreat and Regional Cultural Center 
is a nonprofit organization whose 
mission is to provide residents of rural 
Minnesota with access to the same 

cultural opportunities that are avail-
able in large metropolitan areas. The 
organization specifically serves the 
community of New York Mills (popu-
lation 1,200), located in west central 
Minnesota about 80 miles southeast 
of Fargo, as well as more than 100,000 
residents living within a 75-mile radius 
of the center. Through two CAP proj-
ects spanning the last two summers, 
the cultural center has researched, 
planned, and begun implementation 
of a new arts program for youth. This 
program aims to serve 5,000 students 
in grades 7 to 12 in 14 rural communi-
ties surrounding New York Mills. During 
the summer of 2003, CAP research assis-
tant April Newman, an undergraduate 
student in accounting at the University 
of Minnesota, surveyed students, school 
administrators, teachers, and commu-
nity members in the target communities 
to determine their level of interest in 
youth arts programming. Based on the 
report that Newman generated, cultural 
center director Lina Belar applied for 
and was awarded a three-year, $34,800 
grant from the Bush Foundation to 
implement a youth arts program. 
Thanks to funding from CURA, 
Newman returned this past summer as 
a CAP research assistant to develop an 
implementation plan for the program. 
This work resulted in the development 
of a publicity plan, program schedule, 

Project Awards
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youth arts Web site, and bimonthly 
newsletter. The cultural center officially 
launched the program at the end of 
August with a youth pizza party. The 
center conducted three workshops in 
September for 20 to 30 students, and 
is moving forward with a schedule of 
events for this school year that will 
include flamenco dancing, marimba 
music, a mural project, and a photog-
raphy workshop.

■ A Decade of Women’s Leadership: 
Learning from Minnesota Rural 
Futures Award Winners. Minnesota 
Rural Futures (MRF) is a nonprofit orga-
nization that works to provide recogni-
tion for the role that women play in 
agriculture and rural life. Each year, 
MRF recognizes six women who have 
shown exceptional leadership. Thanks 
to funding from the Otto Bremer Foun-
dation, CAP research assistant Megan 
Barnett, an undergraduate student in 
psychology at the University of Minne-
sota, was able to conduct a survey of 
award winners from the past 15 years 
and create a database of information 
about those winners. Barnett also 
analyzed women’s leadership roles in 
agricultural organizations in Minnesota. 
She found that although more than half 
of Minnesota residents are female, only 
one-third of the leaders in rural Minne-
sota are women, and females constitute 
only one-quarter of the total number of 
leaders listed as contacts for agricultural 
organizations in the state. The survey 
of MRF award winners found that 
women who are in leadership positions 
encourage other females to engage in 
leadership activities. The MRF database 
is intended to increase communica-
tion between women leaders, as well as 
encourage up-and-coming rural women 
to take on leadership positions.

■ Balancing Development with 
Conservation in the Brainerd Lakes 
Area. The Brainerd Lakes Area Conser-
vation Collaborative (BLACC) was 
created to help elected and appointed 
officials make informed decisions about 
conservation and development in Crow 
Wing County. The collaborative 
recently issued a report titled Inventory 
and Assessment of Natural Resources in 
Crow Wing County: A Framework for 
Conservation and Recreation Planning. 
The report has four purposes: (1) to 
help decision makers recognize poten-
tial long-range results of their land 

management decisions, (2) to suggest 
ways local decision makers can better 
balance development and conservation, 
(3) to help communities determine 
which natural areas should be 
protected, and (4) to recommend what 
kinds of development are appropriate 
for development-designated areas. 
Research assistant James Lehnhoff, a 
graduate student in public affairs at the 
University of Minnesota, was hired 
through CAP to help BLACC create 41 
maps for the report using geographic 
information systems (GIS) software. 
The maps show such things as where 
priority conservation areas are located, 
where potential recreational areas 
might be sited, where groundwater 
contamination is a real possibility, and 
where development is most appropriate. 
Crow Wing County will use the report 
to help develop new zoning and subdi-
vision ordinances by identifying loca-
tions of unspoiled habitat, locations of 
sensitive indicator species, and areas 
with water quality issues. The county 
will also use the report to complement 
and assist in the development of the 
Crow Wing County Parks, Trails, Recre-
ation and Open Space Master Plan. 
Governor Tim Pawlenty’s Water 
Quality Initiative for the five-county 
North Central Region of Minnesota 
(Cass, Crow Wing, Aitkin, Hubbard, 
and Itasca Counties) has already 
endorsed the report.

■ Dream of Wild Health. Peta Wakan 
Tipi (which means “Sacred Fire Lodge” 
in the Lakota language) is a nonprofit 
organization in St. Paul that promotes 
the social, economic, physical, and 
cultural health of Native American 
people through culturally appropriate 
programming. This programming 
includes transitional housing for Native 
American men and women; intensive 
employment training and support; and 
the Dream of Wild Health program, 
an agriculture and health initiative 
that preserves, propagates, and distrib-
utes indigenous heirloom seeds, and 
promotes sustainable agricultural 
practices as understood by the indig-
enous peoples of the Upper Midwest. 
In partnership with the University of 
Minnesota Extension Service, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Sustainable 
Agriculture Research and Education 
grant program, and Blue Cross/Blue 
Shield of Minnesota, Peta Wakan Tipi 
has created a Diabetes Prevention 

Garden, as well as a curriculum to 
promote diabetes prevention among 
Native American youth through hands-
on activities such as games, stories, and 
crafts. Given the high rates of diabetes 
and the under-use of mainstream 
medical services in Native American 
communities, this project has the 
potential to create a unique model for 
culturally relevant health promotion. 
Through funding from the McKnight 
Foundation, CAP research assistant 
Deborah Garrido, a graduate student 
in nutrition at the University of Minne-
sota, has been hired to assist with this 
project. Garrido will use evaluations 
and pre- and post-testing to examine 
the responses of youth involved in 
the program and determine if this 
curriculum has helped them learn 
about diabetes risk factors, symptoms, 
and prevention strategies. Based on 
these findings, the curriculum will be 
revised, if necessary, and finalized for 
wider use.

■ Strengthening Sustainable Farmers’ 
Electronic Communication. The 
Sustainable Farming Association (SFA) 
of Minnesota is a nonprofit educational 
organization of farmers and other 
individuals committed to the ecologi-
cally sound and profitable production 
of a diverse array of healthy foods, 
renewable energy, and natural fiber. 
The association’s membership includes 
approximately 500 farm families state-
wide who demonstrate sustainable 
farming practices through field days, 
farm tours, teaching, and mentoring, 
and who often partner with University 
of Minnesota researchers to explore 
innovative techniques. With funding 
assistance from the West Central 
Regional Partnership and CURA, CAP 
research assistant Kevin Logan, an 
undergraduate student in computer 
science at the University of Minnesota 
at Morris, will redesign and update SFA’s 
Web site (www.sfa-mn.org) based on a 
survey of farmers and other collabora-
tors to collect content information and 
determine which elements of the Web 
site will be most helpful. The redesigned 
Web site is intended to increase commu-
nication and information-sharing 
among sustainable farmers, reduce 
organizational costs by reducing travel 
time and expenses, lay the groundwork 
for online interest groups, and educate 
consumers about sustainable farming 
and products.
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At the end of 2003, national and 
local newspapers carried stories 
of worsening economic condi-

tions for Americans. For the second year 
in a row, household income fell and the 
poverty rate rose. Midwesterners and 
people of color were particularly hard 
hit. Minnesotans, however, escaped the 
worsening economic situation. In 
Minnesota, median income and the 
poverty rate remained level. In 2002, 
median household income in Minne-
sota was 30% above the national level 
and the poverty rate was about half the 
national rate. With signs of a recovery 
from the “jobless recovery” of the last 
year or so, guarded optimism seems to 
be returning, at least on the job front.

Although it is natural to focus on 
short-term ups and downs in economic 
conditions, economic progress is best 
measured over much longer periods 
of time than one or two years. In the 
mid-1990s, we published two reports 
for CURA1 on the changing economic 
fortunes of Minnesotans during the 
rather turbulent 1980s, a time of stag-
nating real earnings and rising poverty 
rates. We found that poverty rates 
among people of color were three to 
four times those of White Minneso-
tans, and that Minnesotans of color 
were considerably less likely to hold 
a “good” job than were comparable 
White Minnesotans. We found that 
the keys to avoiding poverty are clear: 
work and productive attributes such as 
education and English language profi-
ciency, which increase the chances of 
employment and increased earnings.

Did the Economic Lot of Minnesotans Improve 
During the 1990s?

by Dennis A. Ahlburg and Yong Nam Song

1 Dennis A. Ahlburg, Yong-Nam Song, and 
Scott Leitz, Are Good Jobs Disappearing? Third 
in the series, What the 1990 Census Says about 
Minnesota. Minneapolis: Center for Urban and 
Regional Affairs, 1995 (an abstract of this report 
also was published as Dennis A. Ahlburg, Yong-
Nam Song, and Scott Leitz, “Are Good Jobs 
Disappearing in Minnesota?” CURA Reporter 25 
[December 1995]: 14–16); and Dennis A. Ahlburg, 
Characteristics of Poverty: Incidence, Change, and 
Correlates. Fifth in the series, What the 1990 
Census Says about Minnesota. Minneapolis: 
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, 1997 
(an abstract of this report also was published as 
Dennis A. Ahlburg, “Characteristics of Poverty in 
Minnesota,” CURA Reporter 28 [September 1998]: 
7–11). All of these publications are available from 
CURA.
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The incidence of poverty is greater in Minnesota households headed by women 
than those headed by men. Almost half of poor individuals in the state in the year 
2000 lived in households headed by single women, like the single mother of three 
children pictured here at a food kitchen.
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In this study, which was supported 
through a New Initiative grant from 
CURA, we examined how Minne-
sotans fared during the prolonged 
economic expansion of the 1990s. In 
particular, we looked at the percentage 
of Minnesotans who held “good” jobs 
and the percentage of Minnesotans 
living in poverty. We also looked at the 
percentage of Minnesota workers who 
are considered working poor—that is, 
working but earning below the poverty 
line. In a May 31, 2004, cover story in 
Business Week magazine titled “Working 
and Poor,” Michelle Conlin and Aaron 
Bernstein highlighted the plight of such 
workers, who constitute about one-
quarter of the U.S. workforce between 
the ages of 18 and 64. About 20% of the 
working poor are foreign-born, mostly 
from Mexico, and the majority possess 
a high school diploma.

We looked at differences among 
major racial/ethnic groups: Whites, 
Blacks, American Indians, Asians, 
and Hispanics.2 Although the popula-
tion of Minnesota is not very racially 
or ethnically diverse compared to 
that of the nation as a whole (11.8% 
people of color compared to 30.9%), 
the percentage of people of color grew 
rapidly during the 1990s (from 6.3% of 
the population in 1990), and issues of 
race and ethnicity increasingly capture 
public attention. In a follow-up study 
that will be published in a future issue 
of the CURA Reporter, we will investigate 

the changing fortunes of new immi-
grants to Minnesota. During the 1990s, 
Minnesota’s foreign-born population 
more than doubled, with particularly 
notable increases in Hmong, Mexican, 
and African immigrants.

Data
As in our earlier studies, our data are 
drawn from the Minnesota Public Use 
Micro Sample (PUMS) of the 1990 and 
2000 U.S. Censuses. Both PUMSs are a 
5% random sample of the population. 
We base our analysis on households 
headed by an individual 16 years of 
age or older, and our racial/ethnic 
categories are based on single-race 
responses only.3 As in our earlier 
analyses, the definition of poverty used 
in this article is the federal definition 
established by the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget and is based on the 
amount of money needed to purchase 
a least-cost nutritionally adequate 
food plan. The poverty level depends 
on a household’s size, the presence of 
children under the age of 18, and the 
age of the householder (under 65 years 
of age, or 65 years of age and older). 
If the total income of a household in 
the sample was below the appropriate 
poverty threshold, then the family or 
individual was classified as poor. We 
define a job as being a good job if it pays 
at least 150% of the poverty level. Such 
a job would support a middle-class stan-
dard of living. We also investigated if a 
greater percentage of Minnesotans held 

jobs that were even better than a good, 
middle-class job.

The Changing Face of Poverty
The poverty rate declined 22% during 
the 1990s and, despite a 12% growth 
in the population, the number of poor 
Minnesotans declined by 13%. Table 1 
displays poverty rates and numbers of 
poor by race/ethnicity in 1990 and 2000 
(the poverty figures are actually based 
on income during the year before the 
U.S. Census was taken). Poverty rates 
fell for all groups, with declines most 
notable for Blacks, American Indians, 
and Asians. The decline was most 
modest for Hispanics. In other words, 
irrespective of race or ethnicity, an indi-
vidual in Minnesota was less likely to 
be poor in 2000 than in 1990. Despite 
declines in poverty rates, Blacks, Asians, 
and especially Hispanics experienced 
an increase in the numbers of people 
in poverty during the 1990s because of 
population growth within these groups. 
Population growth by racial/ethnic 
group is shown in Figure 1. Although 
the population of the state increased by 
12.4%, the number of Blacks increased 
by between 81% and 112% (depending 
on the definition of race used), the 
number of Asians by between 87% and 
113%, and the number of Hispanics by 
166%. Changes in poverty rates and 
population numbers resulted in a 23% 
increase in the number of poor Blacks 
and a 143% increase in the number of 
poor Hispanics. In 1990, 80% of the 
poor were White, whereas in 2000, 67% 
of the poor were White. In 1990, only 
1 poor Minnesotan in 50 was Hispanic, 
whereas in 2000, almost 1 in 10 poor 
Minnesotans was Hispanic.

Total
Population*

White Black
American 

Indian
Asian Hispanic†

1990

Number of poor individuals 402,089 317,878 31,724 18,386 23,500 10,295

Poverty rate 9.3% 7.9% 39.1% 43% 38.1% 27.6%

2000

Number of poor individuals 349,404 238,478 38,918 12,118 24,825 25,061

Poverty rate 7.3% 5.7% 26.8% 27.3% 20.7% 22.1%

Table 1. Poverty Rate in Minnesota by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 and 2000

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses. Poverty rates shown here may differ from 
published fi gures because of different sampling strategies. The fi gures for 1990 also differ from those in our earlier reports for CURA because of differences in racial/ethnic 
classifi cations introduced in 2000, as well as data revisions and slight defi nitional differences in the poverty rate. 

* Rows do not add up to the fi gures shown for Total Population because only single-race responses are reported for each racial group; those who chose multiple racial desig-
nations or chose “other” as their racial designation are included in the Total Population fi gures, but not in the counts for individual racial groups. 
† Hispanic is an ethnic category and is shown separately. People of Hispanic origin can be of any race.

3 Beginning with the 2000 U.S. Census, respon-
dents were able to choose more than one racial 
designation to describe themselves. For the purpose 
of this analysis, only single-race responses were 
included.

2 Editor’s note: Although inconsistent with CURA’s 
editorial style, the terms Black, American Indian, and 
Hispanic have been retained in this article for con-
sistency with the racial/ethnic categories used by 
the U.S. Census Bureau, from which the bulk of the 
data in this report was obtained.
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In 2000, the poverty rate, shown 
in Table 2, was greatest in households 
headed by young people 16 to 25 years 
of age (24.2%) and lowest in house-
holds headed by an individual 46 to 55 
years of age (4.3%). As in the 1980s, the 
decline in the poverty rate was greatest 
for households headed by an individual 
over the age of 65. The decline was three 
times that for the youngest households. 
Thus, despite a decade of economic 
expansion, households headed by young 
Minnesotans continued to struggle to 
find an economic footing whereas the 
position of older-headed households 
continued to improve.

The incidence of poverty was greater 
in Minnesota households headed by 
women than those headed by men, and 
was particularly high in those headed by 
unmarried women. Almost 20% of indi-
viduals in households headed by single 
females were in poverty in 2000, but 
this was an improvement on 1990 when 
26.3% of such individuals were poor. 
Almost half of poor individuals lived in 
households headed by single women.

Conlin and Bernstein’s Business 
Week cover story on the working poor 
noted that cutthroat competition 
among companies may mean that “the 
bottom rung is as high as most workers 
will ever get.” Although this is perhaps 
a bit exaggerated, some evidence 
suggests that upward mobility for U.S. 
workers is now more difficult than in 
the past. However, it is not only 
economic competition that puts pres-
sure on low-wage workers. For more 
than a decade, the United States has 
implemented significant welfare reform 
designed to move people off welfare 
and into the labor market. These forces 
appear to have been present in Minne-
sota during the 1990s. Figure 2 presents 
data on the increase in the number of 
working poor in Minnesota, as well as 
their representation among the poor. 
The first column for each racial/ethnic 
group is the ratio of the number of 
working poor in 2000 to the number in 
1990. For example, although the 
number of working-poor people (that is, 
individuals in a household that is poor 
but where the householder works) in 
the state increased by 2% (ratio 1.02), 
the number of White people in 
working-poor households declined by 
16% (ratio 0.84). The second column is 
the ratio of the percentage of the poor 
who were working poor in 2000 relative 
to that number in 1990. This number 
tells us if the representation of the 
working poor among the poor increased 
during the 1990s; ratios greater than 

1.00 represent an increasing representa-
tion of working poor among the poor. 
From the second column, we see that a 
poor person in 2000 was 18% more 
likely to be a working-poor person than 
they were in 1990. Although the 
number of working poor increased by 
2% for the state, the stories for indi-
vidual racial/ethnic groups vary 
dramatically. The number of White 
Minnesotans in a working-poor house-
hold decreased by 16%. In contrast, the 

number of working-poor Black people 
more than doubled (ratio 2.26) and the 
number of Hispanic working-poor 
people more than tripled (ratio 3.13). 
About half of all poor Whites and 
Hispanics lived in households where 
the householder worked, and about 
40% of Blacks, American Indians, and 
Asians lived in such households. These 
are significant increases from 1990 for 
all groups except Whites. Statewide, the 
percentage of the poor who were 

1990 2000

Number of 
Poor

Poverty Rate 
(%)

Number of 
Poor

Poverty Rate 
(%)

Age of Householder

16–25 64,144 27.3 56,195 24.2

26–35 125,589 10.6 84,538 8.9

36–45 83,314 6.8 91,982 6.2

46–55 34,919 5.5 40,212 4.3

56–65 28,384 6.6 24,727 5.3

Over age 65 62,591 11.5 47,424 8.1

Gender and Marital Status

Married householder 146,524 4.9 116,589 3.8

Female, single householder 174,608 26.3 154,070 19.6

Table 2. Poverty Rate in Minnesota by Age of Householder and Gender, 1990 and 2000

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS), 1990 and 
2000 U.S. Censuses.

Figure 1. Population Increase in Minnesota by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 to 2000
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working poor increased 18%. For 
Blacks, American Indians, and Asians, 
the percentage of the poor who were 
working but still poor approximately 
doubled during the 1990s. In 2000,      
7 out of 10 working-poor people were 
White, but in 1990, 9 out of 10 were 
White. In 2000, 1 in 10 working-poor 
people were Black and 1 in 10 were 
Hispanic. In 1990, only 1 in 20 
working-poor people were Black and 
only 1 in 50 were Hispanic. Just as the 
face of poverty in Minnesota has 
changed during the last decade, so too 
has the face of the working poor.

Data on labor force participation 
rates in Minnesota by race/ethnicity for 

those aged 16–64 suggest that differ-
ences in labor force participation and 
employment contributed to racial/
ethnic differences in poverty, and that 
work is no guarantee of an escape from 
poverty (although it certainly helps, as 
we shall soon see). Table 3 provides esti-
mates of the percentage of householders 
in the labor force (those employed 
or actively seeking work) and the 
percentage employed by race/ethnicity. 
Roughly 9 out of 10 White house-
holders participated in the labor market 
and 86% were employed. However, the 
labor force participation rates of most 
of the other groups are 10 percentage 
points lower and, for American Indians, 

16 percentage points lower. For Whites, 
Asians, and Hispanics, most of those 
who were in the labor force were 
employed. This was not the case for 
Blacks and American Indians; for these 
groups, only about 9 out of 10 of those 
who wanted to work were able to find 
work. A statistical investigation of the 
factors associated with being employed 
suggests that an additional year of 
education increased the chance of a 
male householder being employed by 
1%, having a disability decreased it 
by 3.4%, and living in the Twin Cities 
metropolitan area increased it by 1.2%. 
Blacks and American Indians were 4.3% 
and 5.3%, respectively, less likely to 
be employed than Whites and Asians 
with the same levels of education, work 
experience, language skills, disability 
status, and residence. Hispanics were 
2.7% more likely to be employed. The 
effects for female householders are 
similar, except that Black women are 7% 
less likely to be employed than similar 
White, Asian, and Hispanic women. The 
effect of having a disability was a 5.4% 
reduction in the likelihood of a woman 
being employed. It is not clear whether 
these differences across racial/ethnic 
groups reflect differences in the quality 
of observed characteristics, differences 
in characteristics not measured in the 
U.S. Census, or discrimination. Data on 
labor force participation and employ-
ment suggest that at least part of the 
difference in poverty rates by race and 
ethnicity is due to differences in being 
involved in the labor market, but part of 
this difference may be due to discrimi-
nation in the labor market.

Characteristics of the Poor
In our earlier study of the 1990 U.S. 
Census, we used statistical analysis to 
identify characteristics of householders 
and their households that were associ-
ated with them being poor. Table 4 
summarizes the findings of a similar 
analysis of the 2000 U.S. Census data. 
The numbers shown in Table 4 represent 
the impact of each characteristic on the 
probability that the household is classi-
fied as poor. Those who work are less 
likely to be poor: the chance of being 
poor was 6.8% lower if the householder 
was employed and an additional 4.9% 
lower if his or her spouse was employed. 
Education and language skills are valued 
in the marketplace; each additional year 
of education decreased the chance of 
being poor by almost 2%, as did 
speaking English well or very well. These 
impacts take into consideration the 
effect of being employed and all of the 

2000 1990

Labor Force
Participation

Rate (%)

Percentage
Employed

(%)

Labor Force
Participation

Rate (%)

Percentage
Employed

(%)

All races/ethnicities 88 85 89 85

White 89 86 90 86

Black 79 72 74 65

American Indian 73 63 67 56

Asian 79 77 72 69

Hispanic 80 76 83 75

Table 3. Labor Force Participation Rate and Employment Rate of Householders in 
Minnesota by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 and 2000

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS), 1990 and 
2000 U.S. Censuses.

Figure 2. Ratio of Working Poor by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 to 2000
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other characteristics shown in Table 4. 
Where you live and the type of work you 
engage in also matters. Metro area resi-
dents were 2.4% less likely to be poor 
than nonmetro residents, and those in 
service or farm jobs were somewhat 
more likely to be poor than were those 
employed in white-collar or blue-collar 
jobs (1.8%). Again, these differences 
existed after taking into consideration 
whether the householder was employed 
and his or her education and language 
skills. Differences in household structure 
also were associated with differences in 
poverty. It is not clear whether these 
difference cause or are caused by 
poverty—that is, does being poor lead to 
the breakup of marriages or does not 
being married lead to poverty? Causa-
tion likely goes in both directions, thus 
we note here the association between 
household structure and poverty 
without attributing causation. Having 
children was associated with higher rates 
of poverty. Married couples with chil-
dren were 1.7% more likely to be poor 
than were married couples without chil-
dren. The differences were much larger 
for single moms (7.2%) and single dads 
(3.8%). This effect is not explained by 

the fact that households with children 
are larger than those without children 
because we also took into account 
household size. Each additional person 
in the household increased the chance 
of poverty by almost 1%.

For single-mother households, 
employment was even more impor-
tant than it was for other households. 
If a single mother was employed, her 
household was 26% less likely to be 
poor than if she was unemployed. 
Single mothers who did not speak 
English well were at a 9% disadvan-
tage, and those who lived outside the 
metro area were 7% more likely to be 
poor. These findings underscore the 
importance of jobs to single mothers 
and their families as they moved 
off welfare. The prospects of single 
mothers were further enhanced if they 
had marketable education and language 
skills and if they lived in the metro 
area where jobs were more plentiful.

Racial/ethnic differences in 
poverty remained even after we took 
into account differences in employ-
ment, education, English language 
skill, and household structure, but 
these differences were smaller than 

they were in 1990. In other words, the 
effect of race diminished during the 
decade. In 2000, Black households in 
Minnesota were 4.6% more likely to be 
poor than White households, whereas 
American Indian households were 
3.7% more likely, Asian households 
2.8% more likely, and Hispanic house-
holds less than 2% more likely to be 
poor. For single Black and American 
Indian mothers, the racial/ethnic 
differences were much greater—about 
9%. It is not clear whether these differ-
ences reflect differences in the charac-
teristics that were measured and are 
discussed in this article, unmeasured 
differences between the groups, or 
discrimination. Whatever the cause of 
the existing differences, it is notable 
that the impact of race/ethnicity 
halved during the 1990s (taking into 
account other factors).

The Story on Good Jobs
Much attention during the last year or 
two has focused on the loss of lucra-
tive white-collar jobs as these jobs 
have moved offshore. For the last 
decade, there also has been concern 
about the loss of good blue-collar jobs 
because of globalization. The concern 
has most often taken the form: Can 
the head of a household earn enough 
by himself/herself to support the 
entire family? Thus, our analysis 
focuses on the earnings of the house-
holder rather than those of the entire 
household. Some family members 
may work not because they wish to, 
but rather because the earnings of the 
householder are too low to support the 
family, so looking at total household 
earnings does not address the crux of 
the policy question. For each house-
holder, we compared their earnings to 
those of the official poverty level for 
their household. The question is, did 
householders in Minnesota gain or 
lose good jobs during the 1990s?

For the state as a whole, the news 
was good (see Table 5). The vast 
majority (88%) of jobs held by house-
holders paid above the poverty level. A 
large number (77%) were also “middle-
class” jobs—that is, they paid 150% 
of poverty level or more. About two-
thirds of jobs paid 200% of poverty 
level or more, and about 40% were 
very good jobs paying more than three 
times the poverty level. During the 
1990s, a greater percentage of jobs paid 
above the poverty level (an increase 
of two percentage points). There was 
a three-percentage-point increase in 

2000
Percentage
Impact (%)

1990
Percentage
Impact (%)

Householder employed -6.8 -10.1

Spouse employed -4.9 -6.2

Education -1.7 -0.9

Profi cient in English -1.8 -1.9

Metro area residence -2.4 -3.8

Service-industry or farm job 1.8 5.5

Married with children 1.7 3.3

Single father 3.8 7.3

Single mother 7.2 1.4

Household size 0.8 1.3

Race/ethnicity

Black 4.6 6.7

American Indian 3.7 7.5

Asian 2.8 6.4

Hispanic 1.7 3.9

Table 4. Correlates of Poverty in Minnesota, 1990 and 2000

Source: Regression equations estimated by the authors based on data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro 
Sample (PUMS), 2000 U.S. Census.

Note: A positive number indicates the attribute is correlated with an increased likelihood of a person being in poverty.
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householders holding middle-class jobs 
and five-percentage-point increases in 
jobs above 200% and 300% of poverty 
level. Despite nationwide reports of a 
loss of good jobs, there does not seem 
to be much evidence that this occurred 
in Minnesota during the 1990s.

Male householders were more likely 
than female householders to hold a 
good job (81% compared to 66%, 1990 
figures not shown in table). The male 
advantage increased the higher the 
earnings from the job, with 44% of 
male householders holding jobs that 
paid 300% of poverty level or more 
compared to 32% of female house-
holders. These gaps increased somewhat 
during the 1990s. The metro area held 
a higher percentage of well-paying jobs. 
Fully 85% of metro-area householders 
held jobs paying 150% or more of 
poverty level, compared to 73% of non–
metro-area householders. The metro-
area advantage was even greater for 
very well paid jobs: 54% for jobs paying 
at least 300% of poverty level compared 
to 32% in the non–metro area.

As can be seen in Table 5, there 
were substantial differences by race 
and ethnicity in the quality of jobs 
people held in 2000. Although most 
minority householders held jobs paying 
above the poverty level, the percent-
ages for Asians and Blacks were about 
10 percentage points lower than for 
Whites, whereas for American Indians 
and Hispanics the differential was 
about 20 percentage points. The differ-
ential widened for better paying jobs. 
For example, Whites were 30% more 
likely than Blacks to hold a good job 

Percentage of jobs in 2000
that paid. . .

All races/
ethnicities White Black

American 
Indian Asian Hispanic

Above poverty level 88 89 77 72 78 70

150% or more of poverty level 77 79 61 54 65 53

200% or more of poverty level 66 67 48 41 52 39

300% or more of poverty level 41 42 25 23 33 22

Percentage of jobs in 1990
that paid. . .

All races/
ethnicities White Black

American 
Indian Asian Hispanic

Above poverty level 86 86 80 66 76 76

150% or more of poverty level 74 75 67 54 60 60

200% or more of poverty level 61 61 51 35 46 50

300% or more of poverty level 36 37 31 18 30 26

Table 5. Percentage of Jobs in Minnesota That Pay Above the Poverty Level by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 and 2000

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses.

2000 1990

Percentage impact on
holding a job that pays. . .

Percentage impact on
holding a job that pays. . .

150% or 
more of

poverty level*

300% or 
more of

poverty level†

150% or 
more of

poverty level*

300% or 
more of

poverty level†

Education 3.2 5.8 2.6 4.8

Experience 1.0 10.0 1.1 1.4

Sex -12.5 -14.4 -15.0 -14.2

Not profi cient in English -12.3 -18.4 -8.5 -0.3

Disability -6.5 -4.7 -15.2 -13.2

Metro-area residence 14.2 21.0 14.4 -19.4

Race/ethnicity

Black -15.5 -20.1 -13.4 -13.7

American Indian -11.6 -9.7 -12.9 -13.7

Asian -14.7 -16.8 -21.3 -19.4

Hispanic -13.8 -13.3 -13.4 -11.3

Occupation

Service -12.3 -23.3 -18.4 -23.7

Farm -10.7 -25.2 -22.8 -17.2

Blue collar -2.7 -4.5 -5.2 -8.8

Table 6. Correlates of Holding a “Good” or “Very Good” Job in Minnesota, 1990 and 2000

Source: Regression equations estimated by the authors based on data from the Minnesota Public Use Micro 
Sample (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses.

Note: A positive number indicates an attribute is correlated with an increased likelihood of a person holding a job 
that pays above the poverty level. 

* Considered a “good” job for the purpose of this study.
† Considered a “very good” job for the purpose of this study.
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and 68% more likely to hold a job 
paying at least 300% of poverty level. 
The relative positions of American 
Indians and Hispanics were far worse: 
Whites were almost 50% more likely 
to have held a good job and 90% more 
likely to have held a job paying 300% 
or more of poverty level. Although 
Whites, American Indians, and Asians 
made gains in all categories in the 
1990s, Blacks and Hispanics experi-
enced declines. For example, Blacks 
and Hispanics were less likely to hold 
a good job in 2000 than in 1990 (six- 
and seven-percentage-point decreases, 
respectively). The declines for Blacks 
and Hispanics could reflect a worsening 
position for them in the labor market. 
More likely is that the labor market 
skills of new immigrants were lower 
than those already resident in the state 
or that other characteristics predisposed 
them to poverty.

Table 6 shows characteristics of 
householders that are significantly 
associated with their holding a good 
job or very good job. The characteristics 
are the same for both good and very 
good jobs, but the size of the impacts 
differs. The keys to holding a good job 
are education, work experience, profi-
ciency in English, and good health. 
These characteristics of householders 
were more important in increasing 
the chance of holding a very good job 

(those paying at least 300% of poverty 
level). For example, one extra year of 
education or 10 years of work experi-
ence increased the chance of holding a 
good job by 3.2% and 1%, respectively, 
but increased the chance of holding a 
very good job by 5.8% and 10%. Other 
factors that mattered were occupation 
and place of residence. Higher paying 
jobs were available in the metro area 
and in white-collar occupations. The 
penalty for being a service or farm 
worker was especially large for very 
good jobs. That is, very good jobs are 
scarcer in these sectors.

Even when personal characteristics 
such as education, experience, language 
skills, residence, and broad occupa-
tional group were taken into account, 
people of color were much less likely to 
hold good jobs than were Whites. The 
differences were about 15 percentage 
points for good jobs and were somewhat 
larger for Asians and Blacks for very 
good jobs. As we have noted above, we 
are unable to say whether these differ-
ences reflect discrimination or some 
other factor. The negative employment 
effect for people of color decreased 
slightly during the 1990s for Hispanics 
and Blacks, but decreased by 30% for 
very good jobs for Blacks. For American 
Indians and Asians, the negative impact 
of race/ethnicity on holding a good job 
increased during the 1990s.

Conclusion
Our analysis of data from the 2000 U.S. 
Census and a comparison with data 
from the 1990 U.S. Census does not 
support a generally pessimistic view of 
the economic position of most Minne-
sotans. During the 1990s, the poverty 
rate and number of Minnesotans who 
were poor both declined. However, 
rapid population growth among Blacks 
and Hispanics led to increases in 
the number of poor in these groups. 
Poverty rates remained high in single 
female–headed households and 50% 
of the poor lived in such households. 
Despite declines in the number of poor 
Minnesotans, there was an increase 
in the number of working poor in the 
state, except among Whites. For all 
racial/ethnic groups, the working poor 
comprised a larger percentage of the 
poor in 2000 than they did in 1990. 
An encouraging sign was the large 
reduction in the impact of race on the 
chance of being poor, after taking into 
account other factors.

A greater percentage of Minnesotans 
held good jobs in 2000 than in 1990. 
Gains were particularly large for very 
good jobs, those paying three or more 
times the poverty level. Whites, Amer-
ican Indians, and Asians enjoyed such 
gains, but Black and Hispanic Minneso-
tans were less likely to hold a good job in 
2000 than in 1990. Blacks and Hispanics 
benefited from a decline in the negative 
effect of being a person of color on the 
likelihood of holding a good job, taking 
into account other factors, whereas the 
position of American Indians and Asians 
worsened. What these results mean 
is that changes in the “pure” impact 
of race/ethnicity were outweighed by 
changes in other factors.

Economic success was associated 
with better education and health, 
greater English language proficiency, 
more work experience, and living in 
the Twin Cities metropolitan area. 
Workers in service and farm jobs were 
less likely to make a good living, and 
Minnesotans of color were less likely 
than White Minnesotans to hold good 
jobs, even taking into consideration 
other factors that are related to greater 
economic success.

These results, like those in our 
earlier study, point to continued 
improvement in the economic situation 
of most Minnesotans and to the impor-
tance of education and other market 
skills in securing a promising economic 
future. One bleak spot is the increase 
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Each year of additional education increases the probability of holding a good job 
by 3.2%, and of holding a very good job by 5.8%.
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among the poor of the working poor. 
That is, more of the poor are poor not 
because they lack a job, but because the 
job that they have does not pay above 
the poverty line.
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