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B. Warner Shippee
Former CURA staff member Warner Shippee died July 7, 2005, in St. Paul at the age of 88. 
Throughout his career, Warner’s work focused on housing, city planning, and redevelop-
ment, issues he pursued as executive director of the St. Paul Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority during the 1950s and 1960s, and later as director of the University Commu-
nity Development Corporation. He joined the CURA staff in 1972, where he continued 
to pursue his interests in urban affairs and community development issues as director of 
housing studies. Warner will be fondly remembered.
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Myron Orfield, director of the 
Institute on Race and Poverty 
(IRP) and associate professor 

at the University of Minnesota School 
of Law, has been named the 2005–2006 
Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban and 
Regional Affairs. Orfield’s appointment, 
announced this past June, was made 
by the interim dean of the Graduate 
School, Victor Bloomfield, based on 
recommendations from CURA’s nomi-
nating committee.

The Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban 
and Regional Affairs is one of four 
endowed chairs and two named 
professorships made possible through a 
generous contribution to the University 
of Minnesota by David and Elizabeth 
Fesler. The Fesler-Lampert Endow-
ment in Interdisciplinary and Graduate 
Studies was initially established in 1985 
to stimulate interdisciplinary research 
and teaching through the appoint-
ment of distinguished, broadly learned 
scholars to endowed faculty positions at 
the University of Minnesota.

CURA director Tom Scott praised 
Orfield’s selection, noting that “both his 
recent research and his work throughout 
his career exemplify the purposes and 
intent of the Fesler-Lampert Chair.” 
Orfield’s research has embraced a broad 
range of urban affairs issues, from socio-
economic and land-use policies to civil 
rights and election trends. During the 
last decade, he has served as executive 
director of the nonprofit Metropolitan 
Area Research Corporation and presi-
dent of the demographic research firm 
Ameregis (a position he still holds), and 
he is currently a nonresident senior 
fellow at the Brookings Institution. 

His most recent book, American Metropol-
itics: The New Suburban Reality (Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2002), analyzes 
economic, racial, environmental, 
and political trends in the 25 largest 
metropolitan regions in the United 
States. Using detailed case studies, 
Orfield explains how social isolation 
and sprawling development in these 
regions limit opportunities for the poor, 
diminish quality of life, and threaten 
the environment, and then outlines a 
comprehensive strategy for addressing 
these problems. In addition to his 
research activities, Orfield served in the 
Minnesota state legislature for more than 
a decade, where he was actively involved 
in legislation addressing metropolitan 
land use planning, fiscal inequality, and 
regional governance issues.

Orfield plans to use the resources 
provided by his appointment to analyze 
the evolving legal authority and respon-
sibilities of the Metropolitan Council 
in light of several ongoing or recently 
settled lawsuits against the Met Council, 
as well as state and federal court inter-
pretations of similar metropolitan gover-
nance statutes in other jurisdictions. 
Orfield hopes to couple his analysis with 
recent demographic research on the 
Twin Cities metro area, both to bench-
mark the performance of our regional 
legal framework and to suggest how 
this framework might address racial and 
social segregation in Twin Cities schools 
and neighborhoods.

Myron Orfield joins a distinguished 
list of University faculty who have 
held the Fesler-Lampert Chair in recent 
years, including Ann Markusen of the 
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, 
Patrick Brezonik of the Department of 
Civil Engineering, Eugene Borgida of 
the Department of Psychology, Dennis 
Ahlburg of the Department of Indus-
trial Relations, and John Adams of the 
Department of Geography.

The Fesler-Lampert Endowment is 
intended as a tribute to David Fesler’s 
grandfathers, Bert Fesler and Jacob 
Lampert. The Fesler-Lampert Chair in 
Urban and Regional Affairs is appointed 
for a one-year period and receives 
approximately $42,000 for research, 
salary, and logistical support. The funds 
are jointly administered by the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Foundation and the 
University of Minnesota.

Myron Orfield Named 2005–2006 Fesler-Lampert 
Chair in Urban and Regional Affairs

Myron Orfield
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Minnesota has changed a lot in 
the 20 or so years that we have 
lived here. Back in the early 

1980s when we first arrived, Minne-
sotans thought we were pretty exotic. 
After all, “home” for the taller author 
(Ahlburg) was 9,000 miles away and for 
the shorter author (Song) 6,000 miles 
away. Some of Ahlburg’s neighbors in 
South Minneapolis had not even been 
to St. Paul in years. Some had never 
been. They did not see the point in 
traveling such long distances for such 
an adventure. People had trouble with 
our accents. The odd person marveled 
at how well Ahlburg spoke English. He 
had to tactfully point out that English 
was his “native tongue” and that, 
indeed, Austria was in Europe, but he 

was from the “other Austria,” Australia. 
The Bee Gees, Olivia Newton-John, and 
Mel Gibson helped straighten out that 
confusion. Song’s kids were born in 
Minnesota and grew up in the interna-
tional student enclave in St. Paul, where 
they experienced a “melting pot” that 
was very different from the daily life 
of most of their peers. They have since 
chosen to study at the University of 
Minnesota.

Today things are very different. We 
buy our coffee from an Iranian couple, 
the taxi driver who takes us to the 
airport is often a very politically aware 
Sub-Saharan African, and Mexican food 
no longer means eating at a Chili’s 
chain restaurant. And the West Bank 
of the Mississippi, where Ahlburg has 

continued to work these past 24 years, 
still advertises Willie Murphy at the 
Viking Bar, but in the streets you are 
as likely to encounter someone from 
Somalia or Ethiopia as an old West 
Banker … although that West Banker 
may originally be from the Middle East, 
and not from Minneapolis.

In an article published in the Fall 
2004 issue of the CurA reporter, we 
investigated the economic fortunes 
of these old and new Minnesotans 
and whether they prospered during 
the prolonged economic expansion 
of the 1990s. That study showed 
that the 1990s were a good time for 
Minnesotans in general: the poverty 
rate fell, and a greater percentage of 
Minnesotans held good jobs than a 
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The New Minnesotans:  
How Are They Doing in Economic Terms?

by Dennis A. Ahlburg and Yong Nam Song

The number of Hispanics/Latinos in Minnesota rose from 53,884 in 1990 to 143,382 in 2000, of whom 40% were foreign-born.



decade before. However, not everyone 
shared equally in these gains. For all 
racial/ethnic groups except White non-
Hispanic, we found that the percentage 
of the poor who were “working poor” 
increased, and the percentage of Black 
and Hispanic/Latino1 Minnesotans who 
held good jobs fell. In that study, we 
did not distinguish between U.S.-born 
and foreign-born Blacks and Hispanics/
Latinos. In this study, we do so.

During the 1990s, Minnesota’s 
foreign-born population doubled, 
with particularly notable increases in 
Hmong, Mexican, and Sub-Saharan 
African immigrants. In a report titled 
“Minnesota Migrants” published in 
October 2004 in the Minnesota State 
Demographic Center’s Population Notes, 
Martha McMurry reported that 82,000 
international immigrants moved to 
Minnesota between 1995 and 2000. 
These immigrants have changed the 
face of our Minnesota and yours. A 
natural question for economists such 
as ourselves to ask is, how have these 
migrants fared economically? The 
answer is that the economic position of 
the most recent wave of international 
immigrants, those who moved here 
between 1995 and 2000, is very uneven. 
Although international immigrants had 
the lowest average household income 
and highest poverty rate, they were 
very diverse economically. They are 
overrepresented at the top and bottom 
of the educational spectrum: Substan-
tial numbers are high-earning college 
graduates, but 20% of those 25 to 34 
years of age had less than a high school 
education. One-third of households 
headed by international immigrants had 
an annual income less than $20,000, 
but 9% had an income in excess of 
$100,000.

In this article, we investigate the 
economic fortunes of Minnesota’s 
foreign-born population. How have 
they fared economically during the last 
10 years? How did they fare relative to 
other Minnesotans? Did Sub-Saharan 
Africans fare better or worse than U.S.-
born Blacks? Did Hispanics/Latinos 
born outside the United States do 
better or worse than those born in the 
United States? In general, we found 
that although the average Minnesotan’s 

economic lot improved during the 
1990s, this was not the case for immi-
grants. Foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos 
experienced only a small decline in 
their poverty rate, and households 
originally from Sub-Saharan Africa were 
as likely to be poor in 2000 as in 1990. 
Foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos lost 
ground relative to U.S.-born Hispanics/
Latinos. When we looked only at the 
quality of the job held by the head of 
the household rather than the overall 
economic position of the entire house-
hold, we also found that foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos lost ground to 
U.S.-born Hispanics/Latinos, but that 
Sub-Saharan Africans made some gains 
relative to U.S.-born Blacks. Although 
some of these changes in fortunes 
and differences among groups can be 
explained by measurable differences in 
attributes valued in the labor market, 
such as education, work experience, 
and English-language skills, significant 
differences remain unexplained. It is 
possible that over time, new immigrants 
will move into the economic main-
stream as others before them have done, 
but gaps in skills and the possibility of 
discrimination may slow such progress.

The Changing Face of Minnesota
In 1980, 3.9% of the state’s popula-
tion were people of color, defined as 
all racial/ethnic groups except White 
non-Hispanic/Latino. This percentage 
grew rapidly: to 6.3% in 1990, to 11.8% 
in 2000. Minnesota, like the rest of the 
Upper Midwest, is still less diverse than 
the rest of the nation, but it is rapidly 
becoming more diverse. According to 
a report by Barbara Ronningen in the 
June 2004 issue of the Minnesota State 
Demographic Center’s Population Notes, 
titled “Estimates of Selected Immigrant 
Populations in Minnesota,” the number 
of Hispanics/Latinos in Minnesota rose 
from 53,884 in 1990 to 143,382 in 
2000, of whom 40% were foreign-born. 
The number of Hmong increased from 
16,833 to 45,443, of whom 58% were 
foreign-born. The number of Minneso-
tans from Sub-Saharan Africa increased 
from 4,577 in 1990 to 33,766 in 2000. 
Immigration data showed 126 Ethiopian 
immigrants in 1990 and 3 Somalis. In 
2000, there were 5,413 Ethiopians and 
11,164 Somalis, of whom 84% were 
foreign-born.

The growth in Minnesota’s foreign-
born Asian, Hispanic/Latino, and Sub-
Saharan African population groups 
has been especially strong and came 
from immigration and natural increase 
(births minus deaths). In this article, we 

focus on immigrant Hispanics/Latinos 
and Sub-Saharan Africans; we reported 
on Asian immigrants in detail in our 
previous article. Although one can 
divide the Hispanic/Latino population 
along many dimensions (country of 
birth, region of last residence, etc.), we 
will compare the fortunes of Hispanics/
Latinos born outside the United 
States with those born in the United 
States. Because Sub-Saharan African 
immigration has been a fairly recent 
phenomenon, only comparatively small 
numbers of Sub-Saharan Africans of 
working age are U.S.-born. Perhaps the 
most meaningful comparison for Sub-
Saharan Africans is U.S.-born Blacks. 
In this study, we focus on Sub-Saharan 
Africans because we believe their expe-
rience to be different from North Afri-
cans, such as Egyptians.

Data
As in our earlier study, our data are 
drawn from the Minnesota Public-Use 
Microdata Samples (PUMS) of the 1990 
and 2000 U.S. Censuses. Both PUMS are 
a 5% random sample of the population. 
We based our analysis on households 
headed by an individual 16 years of age 
or older, and our racial categories are 
based on single-race responses only.2 
We used sample weights to expand our 
sample findings to the entire popula-
tion. As in our earlier analysis, the 
definition of poverty used is the federal 
definition established by the Office 
of Management and Budget, based 
upon 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 
all individuals living in that household 
were classified as “poor.” In our analysis 
of changes in poverty and differences 
among groups, we focus on the income 
of the entire household because the 
question we are interested in is, given 
all of the sources of income for all of the 
people in the household, is that income 
above the poverty line?

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 standard of living. We also 
investigated if a greater percentage of 

�   CurA rePorter

2 Beginning with the 2000 U.S. Census, respondents 
were able to choose more than one racial designa-
tion to describe themselves.

1 Editor’s note: Although inconsistent with CURA’s 
editorial style, the terms Black and Hispanic have 
been retained in this article for consistency with 
the racial/ethnic categories used by the U.S. Census 
Bureau, from which the bulk of the data in this 
report was obtained. The term Hispanic/Latino is 
used to reflect the different terminology used by 
the U.S. Census Bureau and the Minnesota State 
Demographic Center.



foreign-born Minnesotans held jobs that 
were even better than a good, middle-
class job. In our analysis of the quality 
of jobs, we focus on the householder, 
rather than the entire household as 
we do in our analysis of poverty. The 
question we want to answer is, at what 
income level could a householder 
sustain a household if he or she were 
the only worker? For purposes of the 
U.S. Census, the householder is the 
person in whose name the household 
is owned, being bought, or rented, and 
whose name is listed as “person one” on 
the census questionnaire.

The Poverty Picture
Although the number of Minnesotans 
who were poor declined during the 
1990s, the percentage of the poor who 
were Minnesotans of color rose from 
21% to 32%. The number of Hispanics/
Latinos and Sub-Saharan Africans who 
were living in households with income 
below the poverty line and were thus 
“poor” rose dramatically (Table 1). The 
number of Hispanic/Latino immigrants 
who were poor increased almost six-
fold, and the number of Sub-Saharan 
Africans who were poor almost seven-
fold (the ratios of those who were poor 
in 2000 to those who were poor in 1990 
were 5.85 and 6.73, respectively). In 
sharp contrast, the number of poor U.S.-
born Hispanics/Latinos rose by only 
25%, and the rate of poverty dropped 
significantly. Note that the growth in 
the numbers who were poor is due to 

the rapid increase in the size of these 
groups in Minnesota, rather than to an 
increase in the chance that they will 
be poor. We know this to be the case 
because the poverty rate for each of 
these groups was either constant (as it 
was for Sub-Saharan Africans) or fell 
(slightly for foreign-born Hispanics/
Latinos, and substantially for U.S.-born 
Hispanics/Latinos). That is, although 
the chance of being poor (the poverty 
rate) was the same or lower, more 
people were poor. Thus, the increases 
in the number of poor people must 
have occurred because there were more 
people in these groups.

From a comparison of poverty rates 
in Table 1, we can see that although 
Sub-Saharan Africans were less likely to 
be poor than were U.S.-born Blacks in 
1990, they were slightly more likely to 
be poor in 2000. Similarly, foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos were slightly less 
likely to be poor in 1990 than were U.S.-
born Hispanics/Latinos, but were more 
likely to be poor in 2000. Thus, the 
economic boom of the 1990s helped lift 
U.S.-born Blacks and Hispanic/Latinos 
out of poverty, but did not change the 
poverty status of Sub-Saharan Africans 
and foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos.

What may explain this? Table 2 
gives some insight into the different 
experiences of the foreign-born and 
the U.S.-born. In the 1990s, the labor 
force participation rate (those employed 
or actively seeking work) and the 
percentage employed of U.S.-born Black 

and Hispanic/Latino householders 
between the ages of 16 and 64 years 
rose, whereas that for Sub-Saharan Afri-
cans and foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos 
fell. These differences in propensity 
to work and to be employed are likely 
related to changes in the average char-
acteristics of the immigrant groups. 
Thus, at least some of the differential 
poverty experience among these groups 
is related to their differential presence 
in the labor market and their different 
propensities to hold a job. Martha 
McMurry’s 2004 “Minnesota Migrants” 
report reached a similar conclusion 
for recent international immigrants to 
Minnesota. These immigrants had lower 
labor force participation rates than 
other groups. For example, among 35- 
to 54-year-olds, 71% of international 
immigrants were in the labor force, 
whereas 90% of 35- to 54-year-olds 
who moved to Minnesota from another 
state were either employed or looking 
for work. Some of the decline in labor 
force participation may be explained 
by declines in characteristics that make 
labor force participation more likely—
such as education and English-language 
skills—and some may be related to 
administrative rules. Between 1990 and 
2000, the average years of education for 
a foreign-born Hispanic/Latino or Sub-
Saharan African householder declined 
by about two years, and the percentage 
who did not speak English well or very 
well more than doubled. The lower 
labor force participation rate does not 

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 Microdata Samples (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses. The number of poor individuals 
was calculated by multiplying the number of poor households by the household weight and the household size, and then summing. Poverty rates shown here may differ 
from published figures because of different sampling strategies, and because our analysis did not include multiple-race respondents, institutionalized persons, or non-family 
members living in a household.

* Rows do not add up to the figures shown for Total Population because only single-race responses are reported for each racial group, and because data for Asians and 
American Indians are not shown here.
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Total  
population*

White U.S.-born Black
Sub-Saharan 

African
U.S.-born 

Hispanic/Latino
Foreign-born 

Hispanic/Latino

1990

Number  
of poor  
individuals

402,089 317,878 30,610 1,121 7,489 2,697

Poverty rate 9.3% 7.9% 39.6% 29.2% 28.0% 25.6%

2000

Number  
of poor  
individuals

350,195 238,027 32,508 7,549 9,382 15,782

Poverty rate 7.3% 5.7% 27.2% 29.2% 19.8% 23.7%



necessarily indicate that international 
immigrants were less interested in 
working than were other Minnesotans. 
For instance, often only one partner of 
an international immigrant couple had 
a work permit.

These different experiences are also 
reflected in the percentage of the poor 
who are working poor—that is, who are 
poor even though they are employed. 

Figure 1 presents data on the increase 
in the number of working poor in 
Minnesota, as well as their representa-
tion 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 in the state increased by 
2% (ratio 1.02), the number of White 

people in working-poor households 
declined by 16% (ratio 0.84). As shown 
in Figure 1, there was an almost five-
fold increase in the number of foreign-
born Hispanics/Latinos who were 
working poor (the ratio of working poor 
in 2000 relative to the number in 1990 
was 4.72). There was also a doubling 
in the number of U.S.-born Hispanics/
Latinos who were working poor, and 
a more than seven-fold increase in the 
number of Sub-Saharan Africans who 
were working poor. For foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos, this increase was 
due to population growth, whereas for 
the other groups, the increases were 
due to both population growth and an 
increase in the incidence of working 
poverty (the percentage of the poor who 
were working poor). As a consequence 
of these increases, and a decrease 
in working poverty for Whites, the 
percentage of the working poor who 
were Minnesotans of color rose from 
13% in 1990 to 28% in 2000.

The second column in Figure 1 
shows 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 represen-
tation of the working poor among 
the poor increased during the 1990s; 
ratios greater than 1.00 represent an 
increasing representation of working 
poor among the poor. Whereas working 
poverty rose by 18% in Minnesota 
during the 1990s (ratio 1.18), it actually 
fell by 19% (ratio 0.81) among foreign-
born Hispanics/Latinos and rose only 
modestly (10%, ratio 1.1) among Sub-
Saharan Africans compared to other 
groups in Minnesota. That is, although 
the number of working poor rose for all 

�   CurA rePorter

Figure 1. Ratio of Working Poor by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 to 2000

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public-Use Microdata Samples (PUMS), 1990 
and 2000 U.S. Censuses. The number of working poor was calculated by multiplying the number of working poor 
households by the household weight and household size, and then summing.

Note: “Hispanic/Latino–I” denotes those who were foreign-born, and “Hispanic/Latino–U.S.” denotes those who 
were U.S.-born. For all groups, a ratio greater than 1.00 indicates an increase from 1990 to 2000.

Table 2. Labor Force Participation Rate and Employment Rate of Householders in Minnesota  
by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 and 2000

2000 1990

Labor force  
participation rate (%)

Percentage employed 
(%)

Labor force  
participation rate (%)

Percentage employed 
(%)

All races/ethnicities 85 85 89 85

White 89 86 90 86

U.S.-born Black 78 71 73 63

Sub-Saharan African 82 76 90 85

U.S.-born Hispanic/
Latino

83 78 81 73

Foreign-born Hispanic/
Latino

78 73 90 82

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public-Use Microdata Samples (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses.
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these groups, for the immigrant groups, 
the growth of the non–working poor 
was more rapid than the growth of the 
working poor. Members of this group 
were more likely to be poor because they 
were not working, whereas U.S.-born 
groups were poor despite being more 
likely to be employed. In short, work 
does not guarantee a rise out of poverty, 
but a lack of work can lead to poverty.

A Good Job For All?
According to Barbara Ronningen’s June 
2004 Population Notes report, Minne-
sota created jobs at twice the rate of its 
population growth during the 1990s. 
Workers flocked to Minnesota in search 
of these jobs. Many of these new immi-
grants to the state were foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos, but immigrants to 
Minnesota also came from other parts 
of the United States and the world. As 
noted in our previous article, the 1990s 
were good to most Minnesotans but, 
as we will see, not all. The percentage 
of householders with jobs paying 
above the poverty level rose, as did the 
percentage of “good jobs” (those paying 
150% or more of the poverty level). 
Gains were particularly strong in “very 
good jobs” (those paying more than 
three times the poverty level). However, 
White and Asian Minnesotans mostly 
experienced these gains. Foreign-born 
Hispanic/Latino immigrants to the state 
were less likely to hold a good job in 
2000 than they were in 1990. These 
data are shown in Table 3. The decline 
was particularly marked for jobs paying 
two or more times the poverty level, 
where there was a seven percentage 
point decline. This decline could reflect 

the fact that immigration becomes less 
selective over time. That is, the people 
who immigrate initially may have more 
skill and education than those who 
immigrate later. As we noted in our 
previous article, education and good 
English-language skills became more 
important for success in the Minnesota 
labor market of the 1990s. As noted 
above, foreign-born Hispanic/Latino 
immigrants in 2000 had less educa-
tion and poorer English-language skills 
than did those in 1990. Although on 
average the more recent immigrant is 
somewhat younger than the average 
immigrant in 1990, the difference is 
not large enough to explain the lower 
number of years of education attained. 
To move up the job ladder, these new 
immigrants will have to acquire these 
attributes, often called “human capital.” 
U.S.-born Hispanics/Latinos saw a 
modest decline in the quality of the jobs 
they held as measured by earnings rela-
tive to the poverty level, except for jobs 
paying between two and three times 
the poverty level, where the decline was 
substantial (six percentage points).

The experience of Sub-Saharan 
Africans was somewhat different from 
the other groups. Sub-Saharan Afri-
cans were equally likely to hold jobs 
paying above poverty in 1990 and 2000. 
However, they were less likely to hold a 
“good” job (those paying 150% or more 
of the poverty level), and were more 
likely to hold a job paying two to three 
times or more of the poverty rate. That 
is, relatively more Sub-Saharan African 
householders held jobs paying between 
poverty and 150% of poverty or paying 
200% of poverty or more, but relatively 

fewer householders earning between 
150% and 200% of poverty. In other 
words, Sub-Saharan Africans gained 
ground at the very top of the job ladder 
but lost ground in the middle. This 
finding suggests rising job inequality 
within the Sub-Saharan African 
community.

In the 1990s, U.S.-born Hispanics/
Latinos made gains relative to foreign-
born Hispanics/Latinos. In 1990, a U.S.-
born Hispanic/Latino householder was 
20% more likely to hold a job paying 
above the poverty line than was a 
foreign-born Hispanic/Latino. By 2000, 
the advantage was 24%. The difference 
between U.S.-born and foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos increases as one 
moves up the job ladder. In 1990, a 
U.S.-born Hispanic/Latino householder 
was 53% more likely to hold a job 
paying 300% or more of the poverty 
level. By 2000, this differential had 
widened to 87%.

In terms of holding good jobs, U.S.-
born Blacks lost ground relative to Sub-
Saharan African householders. In 1990, 
the probability that a U.S.-born Black 
householder held a job paying above the 
poverty line was 10% higher than that of 
a Sub-Saharan African householder, and 
88% higher for a very good job paying 
300% or more of the poverty level. By 
2000, a U.S.-born Black was only slightly 
more likely (5%) to hold a job paying 
above poverty, and only 50% more likely 
to hold a very good job paying 300% or 
more of the poverty level. Although 
there were declines in average years of 
education and English-language skills for 
Sub-Saharan African immigrants during 
the 1990s, improvements in the relative 
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Table �. Percentage of Jobs in Minnesota That Pay above the Poverty Level by Racial/Ethnic Group, 1990 and 2000

Percentage of jobs in 2000 
that paid. . .

All races/ 
ethnicities

White U.S.-born 
Black

Sub-Saharan 
African

U.S.-born 
Hispanic/

Latino

Foreign-born 
Hispanic/

Latino

Above poverty level 88 89 78 74 78 63

150% or more of poverty level 77 79 62 58 64 42

200% or more of poverty level 66 67 49 45 50 28

300% or more of poverty level 41 42 27 18 28 15

Percentage of jobs in 1990 
that paid. . .

All races/ 
ethnicities

White U.S.-born 
Black

Sub-Saharan 
African

U.S.-born 
Hispanic/

Latino

Foreign-born 
Hispanic/

Latino

Above poverty level 86 86 80 73 79 66

150% or more of poverty level 74 75 67 66 65 46

200% or more of poverty level 61 61 52 39 56 35

300% or more of poverty level 36 37 32 17 29 19

Source: Calculated by the authors using data from the Minnesota Public-Use Microdata Samples (PUMS), 1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses.
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quality of the jobs they hold may reflect 
immigration selectivity. Individuals 
who overcome significant barriers to 
immigrate are often highly motivated 
and very entrepreneurial, and therefore 
more likely to succeed in their new 
location.

Racial and Ethnic Effects on Poverty 
and Good Jobs
In our previous study, we found that 
racial and ethnic differences in poverty 
remained even after controlling for 
differences in employment, education, 
English-language proficiency, and house-
hold structures. 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. These 
ethnic and racial differences are shown 
in Table 4. A positive number in the 
Poverty column indicates an increase 
in the probability of being poor rela-
tive to a White household. A negative 
number in the Good Job and Very Good 
Job columns indicates a decrease in the 
probability of holding a good job relative 
to a White householder.

Minnesotans of color are more likely 
to be poor and less likely to hold good 
jobs than White Minnesotans even 
when differences in the amount of 
education, employment, language skills, 
and the like are taken into account. Sub-
Saharan Africans and U.S.-born Blacks 

Individuals who overcome significant barriers to immigrate are usually highly moti-
vated and very entrepreneurial, and therefore more likely to succeed in their new 
location. Somali immigrant Abdullahi Ismail, pictured here, has owned and oper-
ated the Riverside Restaurant in the Cedar-Riverside neighborhood since 2002.

Photo by Steve Schneider

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

Percentage impact on 
being in poverty

Percentage impact on   
holding a “good job”*

Percentage impact  
on holding a  

“very good job”†

1990

U.S.-born Black 6.6 -12.8 -11.7

Sub-Saharan African 8.0 -20.7 -38.6

U.S.-born Hispanic/Latino 3.6 -8.5 -7.8

Foreign-born Hispanic/Latino 4.4 -25.6 -21.9

2000

U.S.-born Black 4.3 -14.7 -17.6

Sub-Saharan African 6.0 -19.3 -32.8

U.S.-born Hispanic/Latino 2.5 -10.0 -10.3

Foreign-born Hispanic/Latino 1.0 -18.5 -18.2
Note: A positive number in the Poverty column indicates an increase in the probability of being poor relative to a White household. A negative number in the Good Job or 
Very Good Job columns indicates a decrease in the probability of holding such a job relative to a White householder. The regression analysis for “good jobs” and “very good 
jobs” controlled for sex, work experience, education, English language proficiency, disability, Twin Cities metropolitan area residence, and occupation. The regression analysis 
for poverty controlled for householder being employed, spouse being employed, education, English language proficiency, Twin Cities metropolitan area residence, occupa-
tion, household size, and family structure. All effects are statistically significant at at least the 0.05 level (p <0.05), meaning there is a less than 5% probability that the statis-
tical relationship is a result of chance.
* For purposes of this study, a “good job” is defined as one that pays 150% or more of poverty level.
† For purposes of this study, a “very good job” is defined as one that pays 300% or more of poverty level.
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have the largest poverty “penalty” (6.0% 
and 4.3% in 2000, respectively), whereas 
Sub-Saharan Africans and foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos suffer the largest 
good jobs “penalty” (19.3% and 18.5% 
in 2000, respectively). The racial and 
ethnic impacts on poverty declined 
during the decade, but the size of the 
impacts on the probability of holding a 
good job increased for U.S.-born Blacks 
and Hispanics/Latinos. Given the infor-
mation available, we cannot conclude 
whether these changes reflect increases 
in discrimination or changes in char-
acteristics of the groups that were not 
measured in the U.S. Census.

Conclusion
Our analysis of data on poverty and the 
quality of jobs, as measured by earn-
ings, suggests that although the average 
Minnesotan was less likely to be poor 
in 2000 than in 1990, this was not the 
case for Sub-Saharan African immigrants 
or foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos. 
Because immigrants had higher poverty 
rates than U.S.-born Minnesotans, 
and because their numbers increased 
dramatically during the decade, the 
overall economic situation of Minne-
sotans of color improved by less during 
the 1990s than it would have in the 
absence of the rapid immigration that 
characterized the decade. Foreign-born 
Hispanics/Latinos experienced only a 
very small decline in their poverty rate, 
and the poverty rate for Sub-Saharan 
Africans was constant. Although the 
poverty rate for foreign-born Hispanics/
Latinos did not decline by much, the 
poverty rate for U.S.-born Hispanics/
Latinos fell by about one-third. Because 
of the rapid growth of the foreign-
born Hispanic/Latino and Sub-Saharan 
African populations, the number of 
poor among these groups increased 
dramatically. As a consequence of this 
dramatic growth in the foreign-born 
population, poor Minnesotans in 2000 
were much more likely to be Minneso-
tans of color than was the case in 1990. 
Part of the reason for the adverse posi-
tion of immigrants relative to the U.S.-
born population was a decline in their 
participation in the labor market and in 
the percentage who were employed.

The rapid growth in the foreign-
born Hispanic/Latino and Sub-Saharan 
African populations also led to a rapid 
increase in the number of individuals in 
these groups who lived in working-poor 
households—that is, in a household 
where the householder works but does 
not have earnings above the poverty 
level. There was also a large rise in the 

number of working-poor U.S.-born 
Blacks and Hispanics/Latinos. For all 
groups except foreign-born Hispanics/
Latinos, the poor were more likely to be 
working poor in 2000 than they were 
in 1990. That is, in 1990 the poor were 
more likely to be poor because they did 
not work. In 2000, the poor were more 
likely to work, but their earnings were 
insufficient to draw them out of poverty. 
The 1990s were a time of considerable 
change in welfare laws aimed at moving 
people off the welfare roles and into 
work. Those changes may have contrib-
uted to the observed rise in working 
poverty in Minnesota during the 1990s.

Minnesota produced lots of good 
jobs in the 1990s, but these jobs went 
disproportionately to White and Asian 
Minnesotans, although Sub-Saharan 
African immigrants made some notable 
gains at the top of the job ladder. U.S.-
born Hispanics/Latinos made gains 
in the quality of jobs held relative to 
foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos. Sub-
Saharan Africans made gains relative to 
U.S.-born Blacks

Although some of the differences 
in poverty and quality of jobs among 
racial and ethnic groups in Minnesota 
can be attributed to measurable differ-
ences in education, work experience, 
and English-language skills, significant 
differences remain even after control-
ling for those factors thought to be 
associated with poverty and low earn-
ings. These differences may reflect 
factors related to race/ethnicity and 
earnings that were not measured in 
the U.S. Census and thus not included 

in our analysis, or they could reflect 
discrimination.
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Minnesotans of color are less likely to hold “good jobs” than White Minnesotans 
even when differences in the amount of education, employment, language skills, 
and the like are taken into account.
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Program evaluation is a form of 
applied research—a systematic, 
data-based process for judging the 

value of a program, helping to make 
decisions, or creating information 
about key activities or processes. During 
the past 40 years, the field of program 
evaluation has developed simultane-
ously in two directions. One branch has 
focused on accountability, requiring 
proof that money has been well spent 
and that staff have implemented 
programs with fidelity. This approach 
typically requires outcome measure-
ment, performance assessment, or cost 
data, providing summative evaluation 
information for audiences beyond 
agency staff or administrators. Another 

branch of evaluation has focused on 
collecting information that will enable 
staff (and sometimes clients themselves) 
to improve programs. This approach 
focuses on collaborative inquiry and 
may couple professional evaluators with 
program staff or participants to engage 
in ongoing, bottom-up, participatory 
activities that, through the acts them-
selves, teach people evaluation skills. 
In its fullest form, the evaluator’s role 
changes from that of outside expert 
to coach and quality control manager, 
guiding organization members in their 
own evaluative work.

Because external funding in the 
form of grants and contracts routinely 
comes with accountability strings 

attached, many administrators have 
accepted the self-evaluation challenge, 
and staff in agencies and schools regu-
larly engage in annual improvement 
processes involving data collection 
and analysis. However, the focus on 
accountability has also created serious 
problems for such organizations. First, 
the demand for evaluation information 
has created many “accidental evalu-
ators”—individuals with little or no 
training in program evaluation who 
are nonetheless required to conduct 
evaluation studies. In general, few 
practitioners have formal training in 
evaluation procedures; many exhibit 
negative attitudes toward program eval-
uation; and most would prefer to serve 

A Framework for Building Evaluation Capacity 
Based on the Experiences of Three Organizations

by Jean A. King and Boris Volkov

Photo by Joe Treleven, courtesy of the Science M
useum

 of M
innesota

The demand for program evaluation creates a dilemma for not-for-profit agencies such as the Science Museum of Minnesota, 
which must provide accountability evidence to satisfy funders and policy makers, while at the same time generating information 
that can help staff improve services for museum visitors.
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additional clients rather than devote 
precious fiscal resources to evaluation. 
The demand for program evaluation also 
has created a dilemma for not-for-profit 
agencies: They must provide account-
ability evidence that satisfies funders 
and policy makers, while at the same 
time generating information that can 
help staff do a better job serving people. 
These two types of evaluation informa-
tion are rarely the same and, when push 
comes to shove, outcome requirements 
typically dominate evaluation activities. 
Where there are limited resources avail-
able for the work, outcome measure-
ment may unavoidably overwhelm 
formative efforts.

Evaluation capacity building (ECB) is 
a fairly recent conceptual development 
that attempts to address some of the 
problems inherent in program evalua-
tion. Although the practice is sometimes 
considered distinct from program evalu-
ation, the goal of ECB is to strengthen 
and sustain effective program evaluation 
practices by increasing an organization’s 
capacity to

 design, implement, and manage 
effective evaluation projects;

 access, build, and use evaluative 
knowledge and skills;

 cultivate a spirit of continuous orga-
nizational learning, improvement, 
and accountability; and

 create awareness and support for pro-
gram evaluation and self-evaluation 
as a performance improvement strat-
egy in the internal and external envi-
ronments in which they function.

Building on the collaborative inquiry 
approach, ECB is halfway on a 
continuum, with user-focused evalu-
ation at one end (where an evaluator 
acts to increase the likelihood that 
someone will use the results of a study) 
and organization development or 
continuous quality improvement at the 
other (where people within an organi-
zation engage routinely in data collec-
tion, reflection, planning, and action). 
Evaluation capacity building simultane-
ously addresses demands for account-
ability and for interactive participation. 
In theory, it is both timely and cost-
effective.

Our study, which was conducted 
during 2003 and 2004 with support 
from a CURA Faculty Interactive 
Research Program grant, had a dual 
purpose: first, to examine the develop-
ment and overall status of program  
evaluation in three Twin Cities  
not-for-profit organizations that had  

a long-term interest in the process; and 
second, to study the viability of evalua-
tion capacity building as a policy 
outcome that could generate quality 
data in a timely and cost-effective 
manner. This article will briefly outline 
the study’s methods, identify the 
common features of program evaluation 
across the three organizations we 
studied, present a grounded framework 
for evaluation capacity building, and 
consider the implications for institution-
alizing program evaluation in organiza-
tions large and small.

Study Methodology
We used three criteria to identify poten-
tial organizations to study: (1) The orga-
nization had to be a Twin Cities–area 
not-for-profit organization or school 
district with an external mandate for 
accountability information; (2) there 
had to be an ongoing, routine program 
evaluation function in the organiza-
tion; and (3) one or more high-level 
administrators in the organization had 
to be committed to institutionalizing 
or broadening the evaluation func-
tion. Many agencies and districts easily 
met the first two criteria, but the third 
criterion narrowed our subject pool. We 
ultimately selected three organizations 
where one or more leaders understood 
the potential of program evaluation 
and were either interested in institu-
tionalizing the process more broadly 
or were actively doing so: Neighbor-
hood House, a social service agency 
that began as a settlement house for 
immigrants more than 100 years ago; 
the Science Museum of Minnesota, a 
community resource to teach science 
to Minnesota’s citizens informally; and 
Anoka-Hennepin Independent School 
District (ISD) 11, which is rapidly 
becoming one of the largest school 
districts in the state.

Although they differ on many 
dimensions, the three organizations we 
chose to examine have certain similari-
ties. They are all large organizations with 
a governing board and a bureaucratic 
hierarchy; they are well-known commu-
nity entities, having existed for at least 
50 years (and in two cases longer); 
they have an educational mission that 
includes a commitment to serving 
society; and they share the collective 
challenge of conducting program evalua-
tions and demonstrating to their boards, 
funders, and staff the value of their 
work, their efforts to improve activities, 
and their achievement of outcomes.

At the same time, because we wanted 
to study program evaluation in distinct 

contexts, we chose organizations that 
differed from each other in terms of 
mission, activities, clientele, and struc-
ture. Not surprisingly, their evalua-
tion structures differed as well. At the 
time this research was conducted, the 
Science Museum had no one designated 
as the internal program evaluator, and 
staff either hired external consultants 
or conducted evaluations themselves.1 
Neighborhood House had a full-time 
internal evaluator who coordinated 
certain activities, but staff hired external 
evaluators for some projects or were 
responsible for completing others them-
selves. Owing to its size, tradition, and 
the accountability mandates it faced,  
Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11 had no single 
individual with the role of program 
evaluator, but rather had a number 
of people connected to its evaluation 
function: a student assessment office 
with a full-time professional and three 
staff members, other staff who worked 
on mandatory and targeted evaluation 
projects, and external evaluators who 
completed evaluation contracts. Our 
intention was to study the status of 
program evaluation and the prospects 
of evaluation capacity building across 
these organizations, seeking commonali-
ties and identifying the components of 
successful evaluation capacity-building 
efforts.

During the study, we were participant 
observers in more than 25 evaluation-
related meetings across the three orga-
nizations, sessions in which people 
framed evaluation questions, worked 
on instruments, interpreted data, 
reacted to reports, and so on. We 
collected organizational documents for 
analysis, including evaluation reports, 
instruments, descriptive materials, and 
accountability mandates. Finally, we 
conducted a series of formal interviews 
with more than a dozen leaders or eval-
uation champions, supplemented by 
informal interviews with numerous 
other individuals engaged in evaluation 
activities.

Commonalities of Program Evaluation
Despite the differences in evaluation 
structure across the three organiza-
tions, the status of program evaluation 
within them was fairly similar. Absent 
leadership and a purposeful focus on 
doing something different, mandated 
evaluations clearly drove the evaluation 
agenda in all three organizations. Not 
surprisingly, respondents reported that 

1 The museum hired an internal evaluator in the 
spring of 2005.
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external grants, an important source of 
funding for each organization, typically 
required evaluations. As an adminis-
trator from Neighborhood House put 
it, “The circumstances under which 
[program evaluation] is done is often in 
response to funding requests or reports 
to funders. . . . They are mandated.” 
A program director from the Science 
Museum noted, “It is accountability to 
the funder, but not to the museum.” 
Given federal funding requirements, an 
Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11 coordinator 
said, “We need to really understand 
where our kids are at and the impact 
of [state tests] on our students and 
the funding for [federal programs]. 
It’s become much more on the radar 
screens since No Child Left Behind 
[a federal testing requirement] came 
through.”

If mandated evaluations were the 
first commonality, a second common-
ality made it difficult for staff to 
respond to such mandates. In each of 
these organizations, the key internal 
resource for program evaluation—
time—was extremely limited, with 
people reporting few available hours for 
evaluation activities. Comments from 
across the organizations document this 
frustrating similarity. In the words of 
one museum administrator, “Whatever 
it is that we come up with investing 

more time on evaluation, I honestly 
don’t know . . . [H]ow are we going to 
juggle things around so that we can give 
time to evaluation?” Another museum 
administrator added, “We don’t have 
a lot of evaluation resources, so this 
comes on top of everything else that 
program directors, program managers 
do, and their staff.” An Anoka-
Hennepin ISD 11 official observed that 
“evaluation resources basically come 
and go . . . definitely, with the wind,” 
and a colleague concurred: “The biggest 
challenge is resources, which is always 
money, because money will buy time, 
money will buy people; funding, budget 
will buy materials, access, training, 
everything you need to change and to 
implement [program evaluation] and 
to have it become systemic.” A top 
administrator at Neighborhood House 
lamented, “Because of our growth over 
the last couple of years, it is so easy to 
get caught up in your own programs. 
. . . [W]e have so much work that you 
don’t ever step back and breathe and see 
the big picture.”

With the reported pressures of 
mandated evaluations and the lack of 
time to conduct them, the viability of 
evaluation capacity building in orga-
nizations like these seemed an obvious 
concern. Happily, the efforts of staff and 
administrators in the organizations we 

studied pointed to ways that capacity 
can be built, slowly and systematically 
over time, through procedures that 
make sense even for small organiza-
tions. The next section describes the 
framework that emerged from our case 
study data, an outline that organiza-
tions can use in their efforts to build 
evaluation capacity.

A Grounded Framework for  
Evaluation Capacity Building
What we learned from the three organi-
zations we studied helped us develop a 
conceptual framework for understanding 
and developing ECB. Based on the expe-
riences of evaluation champions in these 
organizations—and each organization 
had several—the framework provides 
a common and consistent approach 
to developing a practical evaluation 
function when planning and imple-
menting organizational performance 
improvement strategies and account-
ability mechanisms. It is intended as a 
resource for a wide range of stakeholders 
in not-for-profit organizations seeking 
to increase their long-term capacity to 
conduct and use program evaluations 
in everyday activities. This framework 
encompasses findings from work in 
different settings and, with minor 
adjustments, can cater to the needs and 
circumstances of both large and small 
organizations. Although the framework 
is focused on not-for-profit organiza-
tions, we believe it also provides a viable 
approach for other organizations inter-
ested in improving the quantity and 
quality of their evaluations.

The evaluation capacity building 
framework we outline here consists of 
three major categories—organizational 
context, ECB structures, and resources—
each of which we will describe using 
examples. Some components of our 
framework may at first seem rather 
generic, and there is a simple reason for 
this. Evaluation capacity building has 
been developed through research from 
several intersecting fields, notably evalu-
ation studies, human resource develop-
ment, organization development, adult 
learning, and social and industrial 
psychology. Accordingly, the compo-
nents of the framework are derived from 
the theories and practices of these partic-
ipating disciplines. One of the strong 
points of the ECB framework is that, 
while unequivocally centered on 
promoting and institutionalizing evalua-
tion in organizations, it is also applicable 
to a number of other organizational 
interventions—for example, creating a 
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Administrative staff at Anoka-Hennepin Independent School District 11 routinely 
structure evaluations of major district programs and initiatives, including in the past 
several years a major focus on literacy instruction, middle grades programming, and 
elementary support services.
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learning organization; reengineering; 
total-system, planned change efforts; 
continuous quality control, assurance, 
and improvement; benchmarking; and 
Total Quality Management (TQM) 
processes.

Organizational Context. As shown 
in Figure 1, organizational context 
consists of two components. external 
organizational context locates an orga-
nization in time and place, and itself 
consists of two components: (1) external 
mandates and other requirements stem-
ming from required accountability 
measures (e.g., program or project evalu-
ations associated with grant funding or 
federal or state reporting requirements), 
and (2) an external environment 
supportive of change (e.g., a profes-
sional community interested in evalua-
tion processes or accreditation agencies 
that encourage innovation). The 
mandate to evaluate (for accreditation, 
legislated accountability, or grant 
requirements) has been key to 
continuing evaluation efforts success-
fully. Nowadays, ECB practitioners 
must capitalize on societal require-
ments for accountability without 
letting accountability completely 
define the process of building evalua-
tion capacity in organizations. For 
instance, the National Science Founda-
tion funds a number of projects at the 
Science Museum of Minnesota with  
the specific stipulation of a formal  
evaluation plan from the program’s 
inception. Similarly, public and private 
sources concerned about the impact of 
their investment fund several Neigh-
borhood House programs.

The internal organizational context 
is key to determining the feasibility 
of ECB. The three organizations we 
studied suggest that a positive, ECB-
friendly internal organizational context 
has five components, each important 
to ECB efforts. Creating this internal 
context, however, is not an evaluation 
“silver bullet” that will succeed in all 
settings.

The first component we identified 
is supportive leadership that shares 
responsibility for ECB. Leadership is key 
to capacity building. In its absence, the 
routine demands of mandated studies 
and ongoing activities eliminate the 
possibility of capacity building. Apart 
from fiscal support, administrators and 
opinion leaders can support the ECB 
process by providing verbal support in 
public (for example, when the super-
intendent at Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11 
hosted an evaluation meeting) and by 
serving as role models who evaluate and 

monitor their own activities. Leadership 
at Neighborhood House, for example, 
had made a commitment to building 
evaluation capacity several years earlier. 
As one administrator put it, “There’s a 
much better understanding of the need 
for evaluation. There’s upper manage-
ment support for getting evaluation 
done and what that may entail.” Led by 
a superintendent with a background in 
research, the Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11 
leadership similarly strongly endorsed 
ECB efforts.

The second component is an 
evaluation champion. The value of 
evaluation champions is hard to 
overestimate. Although leadership 
is critical, so too are the activities of 
people who champion the evaluation 
cause. The highly visible and engaging 
“Evaluation Platoon” at Neighborhood 
House is a good example of people 
voluntarily implementing evaluation 
activities and purposely passing their 
evaluative spirit and knowledge to their 
colleagues. Science Museum staff recog-
nized the significance of evaluation 
supporters in mainstreaming evalua-
tion. As one administrator pointed out, 
“Some of our program staff . . . actually 
are conducting evaluations and getting 
excited about it and telling others, so 
it’s that sort of peer-to-peer building 
of the infrastructure that says this is a 

place where evaluation is an important 
part.”

The third component to building 
effective evaluation capability is broad-
based interest in and demand for evalu-
ation information. Until organizational 
leaders have a vision of what evalua-
tion can do and support is built among 
the rank and file, evaluation capacity 
building will not be fruitful. Evalua-
tion capacity building requires a broad 
stakeholder base and a special concern 
for the representation of the ultimate 
intended beneficiaries. At the Science 
Museum, members of the management 
team and staff thought seriously about 
how to build their capacity to mine 
more information from existing evalu-
ations and about how to ensure that 
what they learned was shared more 
broadly and consistently across the 
institution. One manager suggested 
an evaluation committee that would 
meet regularly to look at evaluation 
results and think about the kinds of 
cross-cutting questions important 
for a museum to investigate. Even 
young beneficiaries of certain museum 
programs got involved meaningfully by 
creating their own evaluation questions 
about their projects and collecting data 
from visitors and from each other.

A fourth component, linked to the 
internal context of an organization,  

Figure 1. Elements of a Grounded Framework for Evaluation Capacity Building

EVALUATION
CAPACITY BUILDING

    ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT
    •  External
    •  Internal

      STRUCTURES
      •   Purposeful ECB plan 
 for the organization
      •   Infrastructure to 
         support the 
 evaluation process
      •   Purposeful socialization 
 into the evaluation   
 process
      •   Peer learning structures

      RESOURCES
      • Access to evaluation resources
      • Sources of support for 
 evaluation in the organization
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is an internal environment supportive 
of change. Such an environment is char-
acterized by the following favorable 
conditions for successful evaluation 
capacity development: open minded-
ness, lack of fear (of being penalized), 
respect for each other, rewards for inno-
vation/risk-taking/creativity, a sense of 
humor, and positive attitudes toward 
evaluation. In the ECB process, there is a 
strong need to develop a receptive 
culture in which demand for and effec-
tive use of evaluation output can grow. 
In Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11, district lead-
ership has worked for several years to 
involve a wide range of staff and stake-
holders in evaluation activities, knowing 
that their meaningful participation in 
answering evaluation questions thor-
oughly is more important than getting 
results that look or feel good.

The final component of the orga-
nizational context category, sufficient 
input in decision making, simply means 
that people in the organization must be 
able to use data to make decisions. This 
opportunity, according to one person 
we interviewed, helps his organization 
“to do a better job of assembling and 
corralling all of these ideas such that 
we decide which project ideas have the 
highest merit in terms of delivering on 
our audience goals, our learning goals, 
[and] our financial goals.”

ECB Structures. Like the first 
category, the second category of the 
evaluation capacity building framework, 
eCB structures, also consists of several 
components. This category has direct 
implications for those interested in 
building evaluation capacity because 
interested people can actively develop 
these structures within organizations, 
purposefully creating mechanisms to 
build evaluation capacity. These struc-
tures (see Figure 1) were either present 
in the three organizations we studied 
or, if not present, were acknowledged 
within the organization as necessary for 
moving the ECB effort forward.

The first component of ECB struc-
tures is a purposeful eCB plan for the 
organization. This implies an appro-
priate conception of and a tailored 
strategy for evaluation in organizational 
policies and procedures (aligned with 
the organization’s mission, goals, and 
strategies); an evaluation oversight 
group (for example, the evaluation 
manager and Evaluation Platoon at 
Neighborhood House); and a formal 
ECB written document.

A second component of ECB struc-
tures is the infrastructure to support 

specific components of the evaluation 
process. At minimum, this includes 
a question-framing mechanism to 
generate evaluation studies; a system 
to measure organizational needs; the 
capacity to create evaluation designs 
and collect, analyze, and interpret data; 
the presence of an internal reporting, 
monitoring, and tracking system; 
and public relations capability. The 
evaluation infrastructure might include 
such mechanisms and techniques 
as satisfaction surveys, focus group 
procedures, case analyses (strengths 
and weaknesses), statistical analyses, 
benchmarking, quality circles or 
problem-solving groups, chart reviews, 
and periodic monitoring.

Clearly, an internal evaluation and 
learning system that an organization has 
already developed to track and reflect 
on its performance should be reinforced 
and built on. In one Science Museum 
youth program, for example, an 
informal internal system was converted 
and formalized to track activities and 
reflect on project performance more 
systematically. There were four compo-
nents of the eventual system: journaling, 
an attendance tracking system, digital 
portfolios, and demonstrations.

Another component of ECB struc-
tures is purposeful socialization into 
the organization’s evaluation process. 
The core ingredients of this socializa-
tion process are clear expectations of 
evaluation roles (that is, the notion 

that everyone is expected to “do” evalu-
ation); incentives for participation; 
formal training, professional develop-
ment, or coaching in evaluation; and 
learning evaluation by doing it. In the 
ECB process, the focus is on working 
with the whole organization, not just 
on developing the skills of individuals, 
by building awareness of techniques 
and approaches that are workable in 
associated contexts and by developing 
evaluation skills appropriate for each 
level of an organization through a 
range of training opportunities.

Literature and our own experi-
ences have highlighted the importance 
of linking more formal training with 
“hands-on” experiential learning as 
an approach to building evaluation 
capacity. The development of evalua-
tion capability in the organizations we 
studied has been promoted through 
customized evaluation trainings (for 
example, a specialized course for Neigh-
borhood House staff, and voluntary 
evaluation seminars for staff of the 
Science Museum of Minnesota), as well 
as “learning by doing” activities (for 
example, stakeholders’ involvement in 
defining questions, data collection, and 
methods). For instance, administrators 
and participating teachers in Anoka-
Hennepin ISD 11 took part in several 
evaluations by defining evaluation 
objectives, questions, methods, uses, 
and so on. Similarly, Neighborhood 
House staff learned valuable skills in 
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Evaluation champions are an important component to building effective evalua-
tion capability in organizations. The “Evaluation Platoon” at Neighborhood House 
(pictured here with author Jean King, second from left) is a good example of people 
voluntarily implementing evaluation activities and purposely passing their evaluative 
spirit and knowledge to their colleagues.
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refining program goals and objectives, 
developing logic models, establishing 
standards and indicators, and devel-
oping and administering surveys.

Evaluation capacity building work 
should include meaningful incentives 
for participation in evaluation—for 
example, stipends and honoraria, staff 
recognition within the organization, 
and (especially) the time and flex-
ibility necessary for people to learn to 
integrate the evaluation process into 
their ongoing work. In an interview, 
one Neighborhood House adminis-
trator told us about trying “to say to 
folks that this is important and critical 
work” and that this “is why I joined 
the evaluation Task Force and team.  
. . . It also sends a message to the staff 
that if I can make it happen in my 
calendar, they need to also.” Research 
shows that the most potent motiva-
tors for adult learning are internal. In 
this case, it is important to emphasize 
to learners that participation in the 
evaluation process can lead to the 
development of valuable, lifelong eval-
uation/research skills and the capacity 
for self-critique, self-determination, 
and systematic inquiry.

Peer learning structures are the final 
component of ECB structures. Purposeful 
trust building and interdependent roles 
in an organization should ensure that 
collaboration is present over time (not 
just for a one-shot effort) and is not 
initiative-driven. Distrust of the evalu-
ation process is surprisingly common, 
even in an organization with good 
intentions. In Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11, 
building-level staff in one evaluation 
study at first asked how the evaluation 
would affect them, who would see the 
data, and whether these evaluation 
activities would be “one more thing that 
is dropped after a year or two.” Real trust, 
both interpersonal and organizational, 
can only be established over time, and it 
remains a fragile commodity, especially 
in a large organization.

There is a need to be sensitive to 
the perspectives held by varying non-
evaluator participants and to develop 
strategies to boost interest and engage-
ment. There should be ample oppor-
tunities for reflection, for example, as 
well as open discussions of successes, 
challenges, and failures. The ECB effort 
also must allow adequate time and 
opportunities to collaborate, including, 
when possible, being physically 
together in an environment free from 
interruptions. A feedback mechanism 
in the decision-making process and an 
effective communication system are 

crucial in increasing the likelihood of 
cooperation in the ECB process. For 
instance, Anoka-Hennepin ISD 11 has 
institutionalized a practice of summa-
rizing key messages from important 
meetings and creating standardized 
“action minutes” that document 
meeting content, decisions, and who 
will do what next.

Resources. The final category of 
the ECB framework acknowledges the 
reality that without resources, the work 
of capacity building must be taken from 
someone’s hide—a difficult sell when 
staff may already feel overworked. There 
are two aspects to the issue of resource 
needs. First, organizations must have 
easy access to evaluation resources. These 
resources include (1) formal training 
or professional development in evalu-
ation (which may also be included in 
the socialization process); (2) formal 
and informal just-in-time evaluation 
coaching; (3) personnel in the form 
of internal professionals and external 
consultants; (4) relevant research bases 
that contain “best practice” content; 
and (5) information on resources for 
evaluation, including books, journals, 
and online resources.

The second area of resource need is 
explicit sources of support for program eval-
uation in the organization. This support 
can take several forms. Fiscal support 
from the board or administration is 
both a signal and a tool. It includes 
basic resources (for example, copying, 
computer hardware and software, and 
the means to conduct data analysis), 
as well as explicit, dedicated funding 
for program evaluation activities. As a 
Science Museum vice president said, 
“We’ve got all of these projects; each 
one carries thirty to fifty thousand more 
dollars over the course of that project 
for evaluation. You add those pieces 
together, you’ve got some real dollars.” 
A Neighborhood House administrator 
noted, “We’ve committed the financial 
resources to support [evaluation]. . . . 
Five percent of program revenue goes to 
support program evaluation and effec-
tiveness.” In that agency, every grant 
or contract written builds resources for 
evaluation and supports evaluation 
activities. Resources can also include 
time within the workday to collabo-
rate on evaluation activities, a luxury 
for practitioners like social workers or 
classroom teachers. Revenue-generating 
strategies to support ECB (for example, 
selling materials or having staff provide 
evaluation consulting in other agen-
cies) may be a creative way to enable the 
evaluation process to sustain itself.

Conclusion
Evaluation capacity building is an 
example of a system of guided processes 
and practices that necessarily includes a 
wide variety of adult learning processes. 
Psychologist Carl Rogers once noted 
that learners want to be problem solvers, 
and adults are no exception; they tend 
to demand an immediate application 
of their learning. Evaluation capacity 
building builds on this need by requiring 
the active, self-directed participation of 
learners during the entire evaluation 
process. Applying the ECB framework, 
people learn evaluation by doing it 
themselves in their own programs and 
organizations. It is a context-depen-
dent, learner-dependent, and learner-
centered intentional action system. The 
wide-ranging backgrounds of partici-
pants must be taken into account, and 
learning materials and activities should 
allow for different types of previous 
experience. A number of lessons from 
the principles of adult learning are appli-
cable to ECB, including establishing a 
relaxed, trusting climate conducive to 
learning; involving learners in an assess-
ment of learning needs; mutual plan-
ning; and flexibility.

Why evaluation capacity building, 
and why now? One administrator at 
Neighborhood House nicely captured 
the importance of evaluation in his 
organization:

If we cannot say clearly and effec-
tively who we are, what we do, 
and how effective we are, we’re 
not going to be able to continue to 
support programming or to take on 
new programming initiatives. It’s 
a way to say to people, here’s why 
you can believe what we are saying. 
It’s not just the numbers, it’s what 
happened in people’s lives. It’s the 
stories that go on with people.

By developing ways to help organiza-
tions assess their work, examine what is 
working and what isn’t, and learn how 
to strengthen program activities and 
increase their impact, building the eval-
uation capacity of organizations can be 
of paramount significance. At the end of 
one interview, a study participant who 
is also an avid gourmet cook compared 
program evaluation to a measuring cup, 
noting that 

evaluation helps us measure what we 
do, and you fill it and empty it. . . . 
It reminds me [to] test it, try it, taste 
it, does this work, this doesn’t work. 
How do you adjust? But something 
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great comes out of it if you work at 
it. Something great comes out of it.

Our study examined three orga-
nizations facing the central program 
evaluation challenge of this first decade 
of the new millennium: responding 
to accountability demands, while at 
the same time generating information 
useful for program improvement. The 
accountability demands were easy to 
document, as was the amount of time 
needed for organizations to accom-
plish this work—time that is rarely 
available in not-for-profit agencies or 
school districts. Our second purpose 
was to study the viability of evaluation 
capacity building as an outcome that 
addresses these dual concerns by gener-
ating quality data on an ongoing basis 
as part of the day-to-day functioning of 
the organization.

The grounded framework that 
emerged from our data outlines  
what is needed to develop ECB and  
is available as a template for any organi-
zation interested in mainstreaming the 
evaluation process. Even organizations 
with limited resources for this work can 
focus on creating structures that will, 
over time, support evaluation activities 

incrementally. Organizational leaders 
can develop an ECB plan and establish 
peer learning opportunities on a small 
budget and then systematically work to 
socialize long-time staff and newcomers 
alike to evaluation as a way of life. 
Minimal incentives—especially in the 
context of externally mandated evalua-
tions—may encourage people to collab-
orate on evaluation activities that, taken 
together, can begin to foster evaluative 
thinking across programs. Resources 
can surely help with this process, but 
they do not necessarily guarantee its 
success. The two-fold challenge is first to 
begin and then to sustain the evaluation 
process using available resources. The 
most profound lesson we learned about 
building evaluation capacity from the 
three organizations we studied, however, 
is also the most straightforward: Under 
the right circumstances, people and 
organizations can learn evaluation by 
doing it. That, we believe, is a lesson 
worth knowing.
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The 21st Annual Conference 
on Policy Analysis will be held 
Wednesday, October 19, 2005, 

at the Continuing Education and 
Conference Center on the University of 
Minnesota’s St. Paul campus. The theme 
of this year’s conference is “Meeting the 
Challenges of a Changing Minnesota.” 
The conference is intended to provide 
an opportunity for analysts and policy 
makers to gain insight into current 
trends and changes in the policy-making 
environment, explore emerging policy 
issues, and share ideas with policy 
analysts from around Minnesota.

This year’s keynote speaker is Ember 
Reichgott Junge, attorney with The 
General Counsel, Ltd., and radio host 
for AM 950/VoiceAmerica Channel. 
The conference will also feature a panel 
discussion on tax policy and its effects 
on Minnesota’s economy, as well as 
concurrent sessions on policy research 
in nonprofit organizations, the role 
of local governments, Minnesota’s 
academic achievement gap, the I-394 
MnPASS Corridor, the changing role 
of news media, the St. Croix River 
Basin restoration, and long-term care 
financing.

The conference is sponsored by 
the Economic Resource Group (ERG), 
a State of Minnesota consortium to 
promote the sharing of policy infor-
mation. The registration fee is $125 if 
postmarked by October 5, or $140 if 
postmarked after October 5. Full-time 
students may register for $25 with a 
current class enrollment statement.  
For further information, visit  
www.cce.umn.edu/policyanalysis,  
e-mail conferences5@cce.umn.edu,  
or call Katie Kjeseth at 612-624-3708.

21st Annual Conference on Policy Analysis



Summer 2005   1�       

Since 1988, authorities in five 
Minnesota counties have received 
complaints from citizens alleging 

that their neighbors were producing 
too many filth flies and causing a 
nuisance. Filth flies develop in manure, 
animal carcasses, and other moist, 
rotting organic matter. These flies 
can pose a threat to public health by 
spreading pathogenic bacteria, and 
can reduce quality of life by interfering 
with outdoor activities. The principal 
nuisance fly species in Minnesota are 
the stable fly (Stomoxys calcitrans) and 
the house fly (musca domestica).

Minnesota statutes enable citizens 
to seek redress if the action or inac-

tion of others lessens the use or enjoy-
ment of their property (2004, §561.01). 
Statutes also authorize county health 
boards to define public nuisances 
and public health nuisances, and to 
provide for their prevention or abate-
ment (2004, §145A.04, subd. 8). These 
statutes provide an orderly way for 
citizens to resolve conflicts with their 
neighbors, and for counties to set and 
enforce community nuisance standards. 
Unfortunately, individuals, authorities, 
and courts have lacked an objective 
way to measure fly abundance and to 
set nuisance standards. Zero tolerance 
is not practical, so how many is too 
many?

Graduate student Sarah O’Rourke 
and Professor Roger Moon of the 
Department of Entomology in the 
College of Agriculture, Food and Envi-
ronmental Sciences at the University of 
Minnesota worked with county authori-
ties and University of Minnesota Exten-
sion Service educators to find an answer 
to this question. The project was funded 
in part by a grant from CURA’s Faculty 
Interactive Research Program, with addi-
tional funding provided by the Minne-
sota Agricultural Experiment Station.

Study Procedures
We conducted surveys in rural Clay and 
Jackson Counties during the summer 

How Many Filth Flies Is Too Many? Nuisance 
Thresholds for Rural Minnesota Communities

by roger D. moon and Sarah K. o’rourke
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Filth flies—which develop in manure, animal carcasses, and other moist, rotting organic matter—can pose a threat to public 
health and reduce quality of life in rural areas. Because zero tolerance is impractical, the key question for authorities charged 
with enforcing nuisance standards is, how many flies is too many?
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of 1999 and 2000. Both counties have 
histories of nuisance fly complaints. We 
used telephone directories and land-use 
maps to select a random sample of 50 
residences, stratified by distance from 
the nearest feedlot. We telephoned 
residents to solicit participation and to 
schedule surveyor visits to their homes 
in July and again in August.

Upon arrival at each home, the 
surveyor delivered questionnaires to all 
available residents, and then set up two 
insect traps at the southwest and south-
east corners of the house. The traps, 
which Olsen Products of Medina, Ohio, 
manufactured, consisted of cylinders 
covered with white, sticky sleeves that 
collected flies and other insects. The 
surveyor returned a day later, retrieved 
completed questionnaires and traps, 
and mailed them to the University 
of Minnesota St. Paul campus, where 
researchers identified and counted 
trapped insects.

We designed the questionnaires 
with the help of the Minnesota Center 
for Survey Research at the University 
of Minnesota. We asked participants 
about their age and gender, and how 
much time they had spent in their yards 
the preceding day. If they had been 
outdoors, we asked how many insects 
of different kinds they saw, how they 
felt about the numbers seen, and what, 
if any, actions they took in response to 
the insects they had seen. Researchers 
statistically analyzed matched survey 
responses and trap counts to determine 
if residents’ perceptions, feelings, and 
actions were related to the number of 
trapped filth flies.

Study Results
During the course of two years, we 
surveyed 199 premises. Half were within 
0.5 mile of a registered feedlot, 52% 
had farm animals (livestock or poultry) 
of their own, and 25% were both near 
a feedlot and had their own animals. 
Fly catch rates (per trap per day) during 
391 premise visits ranged from 0 to 
914, and averaged about 70 stable 
flies, 3 house flies, and 2 flies of other 
species. Seasonally, counts of stable flies 
declined steadily from around 100 per 
trap in early July to 6 in late August in 
both 1999 and 2000. Counts of house 
flies peaked in late July in 1999 and 
in mid-August in 2000. In both coun-
ties, counts of stable flies and house 
flies were greater at premises with farm 
animals than at those without animals. 
At premises without farm animals, 
counts of stable flies were greater at 

premises that were located near feed-
lots, but counts of house flies were 
not affected by distance to the nearest 
feedlot.

At the same 199 premises, we 
obtained 580 questionnaires. The 
average individual reported spending 
5.5 hours outdoors at their residence 
during the previous 24 hours, and 
approximately 88% of respondents 
indicated they had spent more than 30 
minutes outdoors. Men were slightly 
more likely than women to have been 
outdoors, and both genders were more 
likely to have been outdoors if the 
premises had farm animals.

When the 510 respondents who had 
been outdoors were asked, “How many 
flies did you notice outdoors in the last 
24 hours?,” 8% said “none,” 38% said 
“few,” and 54% said “many” or “lots.” 
The percentage who answered “many” 
or “lots” increased with fly abundance 
as measured by numbers of flies trapped 
at the respondents’ homes. The odds 
of saying “many” or “lots” increased 
by a factor of 1.2 with each doubling 
in the number of flies caught. For a 
given level of fly abundance, men and 
women in both counties were equally 
likely to say they felt there were “way 
too many.” However, younger residents 
were more likely than older residents of 
both genders to report seeing “many” 
or “lots.” Residents of Clay County 
were 2.2 times more likely than those in 

Jackson County to have reported seeing 
“many” or “lots.”

When we asked the 471 respondents 
who had seen many or lots of flies, 
“How did you feel about the number of 
flies outdoors?,” 217 (46%) said “OK,” 
and 50% of the 217 said they took 
no actions against flies. In contrast, 
18% said they felt there were “way too 
many” flies; 47% of these respondents 
said they swatted the flies they saw, and 
33% said they sprayed for flies. When 
these responses were compared with 
fly catch rates, the overall percentage 
saying they felt there were “way too 
many” increased with the fly catch rate 
(see Figure 1).

Residents with farm animals on their 
premises were more likely than those 
without animals to say there were “way 
too many” flies. This result suggests that 
the feelings of respondents with animals 
may have been based on what they 
experienced while they were working 
with their animals, rather than what 
they experienced closer to their homes 
where the fly traps were placed.

Among residents whose premises 
lacked farm animals, those who lived 
farther away from feedlots were more 
likely to say there were “way too many” 
flies, even after adjusting for the lower 
catch rates that naturally occurred at 
their premises. This result suggests that 
feelings about flies may adapt with 
experience. For a given level of fly abun-

Figure 1. Filth Fly Annoyance Curves for Clay and Jackson Counties, 1999–2000

Note: The annoyance curve is based on feelings of rural residents of different age groups about the abundance 
of filth flies at their homes. The dashed horizontal line illustrates a 50% annoyance level (that is, the point at 
which 50% of respondents reported “way too many” flies), and the dashed vertical line shows the corresponding 
nuisance threshold for number of flies.

0

25

50

75

100

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f R
es

p
on

de
nt

s 
Re

p
or

tin
g

“W
ay

 T
oo

 M
an

y”
 F

lie
s

0 500 1,000

Number of Flies per Trap per Day

65+ 

All Ages 

18–34



Summer 2005   19       

dance, people who have experienced 
relatively few flies around their home 
recently may be less tolerant than those 
who have experienced more.

Applications
The annoyance curve in Figure 1 may 
serve as a basis for defining a nuisance 
threshold that can be measured quan-
titatively. To illustrate, a community 
might resolve that the average citizen 
should not be expected to experience 
fly densities that would cause more 
than 50% of residents to feel there were 
“way too many” flies. More restrictive 
or lenient levels could be adopted as 

well. From Figure 1, the catch rate corre-
sponding with the 50% annoyance level 
in the counties we studied would be 
650 flies. In turn, a third-party inspector 
responding to a nuisance complaint 
could trap flies at the complainant’s 
residence to see if catch rates exceeded 
the established threshold. If so, 
then further investigation would be 
warranted to determine the origin(s) 
of the flies, and what could be done to 
prevent continued annoyance.

The similarity in responses among 
residents in rural Clay and Jackson 
Counties suggests that the annoyance 
curve in Figure 1 may apply to other 

communities with demographically 
similar populations. The annoyance 
curve may need to be adjusted, however,  
for communities where residents have 
been conditioned by levels of fly abun-
dance that are typically lower or higher 
than those observed during our study. 
In addition, the annoyance curve in 
Figure 1 is based on one specific method 
of measuring fly abundance. Catch rates 
of filth flies and other insects are known 
to vary greatly with type of trap and 
trap placement, so the curve would also 
need to be adjusted if a different trap-
ping method is used.

Finally, the current research did not 
address the health effects of filth flies as 
vectors of disease agents. Further study 
is needed to relate abundance of filth 
flies to risk of disease transmission, and 
to establish thresholds for filth flies as 
public health nuisances.
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Researchers questioned residents about the abundance of flies around their home 
and how they felt about them. Among residents whose premises lacked farm ani-
mals, those who lived farther away from animal feedlots were more likely to say 
there were “way too many” flies despite the fact that fewer flies were present on 
their premises. This suggests that people who typically experience few flies around 
their home may be less tolerant than those who experience more.
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In 1995, I wrote an article titled 
“Why We Can’t Share Data: Insti-
tutional Inertia” for a book titled 

Sharing Geographic Information. The basis 
for the article was a frustrating personal 
history of being unable to access 
government data. My conclusion was 
that the problems were institutional. 
None of the organizations that refused 
me data had a mandate to share data, 
so each traveled its own path—taking 
care of its own business—without taking 
any steps that would make its data more 
useful to me or to anyone else. I saw the 
mandates as coming from an elected 
governing body and beyond the control 
of the organization itself.

I was wrong! At least partially 
wrong. In almost every case, the reason 
the organization didn’t share data was 
the lack of a motivated individual who 
had the vision and perseverance to 
make the data available to others. Such 
an individual would do the right thing 
in the absence of policies that limited 
sharing, and would work to change 
or manipulate those policies if they 
did exist. I have since witnessed many 
instances of organizations rising above 
their self-serving needs to share data, 
and in each instance, there was a key 
person who made the difference. Such 
people see sharing data as beneficial to 
their own organization and to society, 
so they extend themselves to make it 
happen.

Much of the early discussion about 
the diffusion of geographic information 
systems (GIS) into organizations focused 
on the value of the White Knight—the 
person with the vision and motivation 
to convince an entire organization to 
adopt GIS technology. In this article, 
I consider the White Knights of spatial 
data infrastructure—individuals with the 
vision and motivation to spearhead data 
development and provide the under-
lying structures necessary to support 
data sharing.

This article explores two hypotheses. 
First, individuals have played critical 
roles in developing a spatial data infra-
structure (SDI). Second, the individual 
motivation to take on this role has 
common themes that are encountered 

repeatedly. To explore those hypoth-
eses, this paper first explains the nature 
of SDI, then examines the relatively 
successful SDI of the state of Minne-
sota. For each spatial data access site 
or unique data theme, I identified and 
interviewed one or more key individuals 
to learn about the roles they played, 
as well as their motivation for playing 
these roles.

Spatial Data Infrastructure
The availability of good data is crucial if 
a GIS (or any information system) is to 
be useful. For most organizations, the 
core of their data comes from their own 
operations, but the data become more 
useful if combined with other data. For 
example, a utility company maintains 
data on the location of its lines, but the 
data are more useful when combined 
with road rights-of-way and the loca-
tions of structures. A synergy occurs, 
where the whole is more valuable than 
the sum of its parts.

If additional data can be acquired 
from another source with minimal 
effort, they will certainly be utilized. If 
substantial effort is required to obtain 
the additional data, however, the data 
will be ignored and the system will be 
less useful. In the United States, it has 
become increasingly easy to acquire 

data because of data clearinghouses 
that provide metadata (data about data) 
with all the information necessary to 
understand a listed dataset, as well as 
contact information to access the data 
(if not the ability to download the data 
directly). The range of data sets now 
available is enormous.

The use of the word infrastructure 
implies a core set of spatial data that 
is as important to the nation’s infor-
mation highway as the road network 
is to the movement of goods. It also 
implies a public good that justifies 
public expenditure to implement and 
maintain. A 2003 report of the National 
Research Council, titled Weaving a 
National map, looked at the sources for 
that core data. The results are presented 
in Table 1.

It is obvious that federal agencies 
have great need for data assistance—
both primary and supplementary—from 
state and local governments. That need 
is reciprocal; those state, county, and 
municipal governments need federal 
data as well as data from each other  
(see Figure 1). The data needs of state 
and local governments include those 
items in Table 1, plus many others. They 
are working to find solutions to their 
own data needs through development 
of plans, standards, documentation,  

White Knights of Spatial Data Infrastructure:  
The Role and Motivation of Key Individuals
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and clearinghouses. Many have been 
inspired by the idea of developing an 
implementation plan that operates as a 
strategic plan for their own spatial data 
infrastructure.

Sharing data has many advantages, 
most of which accrue to the organiza-
tions receiving the data. It is usually 
cheaper and quicker to use existing data 
than to recreate them. To the extent 
that the owner is maintaining the data 
as part of a mission, the source data will 
be more detailed, more accurate, and 
more current than could be expected 
from any other source. There is little 
incentive, however, for the data owner 
to share data with others.

Given the lack of incentives, it is 
astounding how much data is being 
shared. Executive Order 12906, issued 
by President Bill Clinton in 1994, 
drove federal agencies in that direc-
tion by creating the National Spatial 
Data Infrastructure. The effort to make 
data available continues with the Bush 
administration’s Geospatial One-Stop 
program as part of the E-Government 
initiative (see www.whitehouse.gov 
/omb/egov). There is no comparable 
explanation for the widespread sharing 
of data by state and local govern-
ments, yet it is those data that are key 

to the development and support of the 
National Spatial Data Infrastructure.

Minnesota’s Spatial Data Infrastructure
Minnesota has a reputation for devel-
oping and sharing data, beginning in 
the late 1960s when the state initiated 
GIS software and data development. 
The state has continued to be a leader, 
developing and sharing some of the 
most current and complete statewide 
data sets available anywhere in the 
country. Coordinating bodies, agencies, 
and individuals have all contributed to 
this success. Minnesota is used here as a 
case study; in some ways it is uniquely 
successful and serves as a model for 
other states, but in other ways it is quite 
similar to other states and could be 
representative of all of them.

Minnesota has an unusual mix of 
coordinating and supporting bodies. 
A Governor’s Council on Geographic 
Information (www.gis.state.mn.us) 
works on statewide standards and 
policy issues. The nonprofit Minnesota 
GIS/LIS Consortium (www.mngislis 
.org) holds an annual conference and 
publishes a regular newsletter. MetroGIS 
(www.metrogis.org) works to enhance 
data sharing and access in the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area. All three  

organizations provide many opportuni-
ties for people from different organiza-
tions to work together. All three also 
have awards programs to honor the 
contributions of key individuals or  
projects. The Land Management Infor-
mation Center (LMIC, www.lmic.state 
.mn.us) works to coordinate state data 
activities and provide access to data and 
technology. Except for MetroGIS, most 
states have similar organizations. The 
most unique state organization is the 
Legislative Commission on Minnesota 
Resources (LCMR, www.commissions 
.leg.state.mn.us/lcmr/lcmr.htm), which 
has provided nearly $20 million for 
land-use and natural resource infor-
mation since 1991, using proceeds 
from the state lottery and cigarette tax 
(proceeds from the tax were directed 
elsewhere after July 2003).

Some components of the Minne-
sota SDI are presented in Table 2. The 
table shows the major data catalog sites 
that facilitate access to data, provides 
examples of unique data sets that illus-
trate the completeness and currency of 
available data, and documents the value 
each resource has to the Minnesota GIS 
community.

Each of these resources is provided 
by a specific agency, also listed in 

Table 1. Responsibilities for Core Data Layers

Theme Federal State Local

Digital ortho-imagery (scale 
dependent)

Primary at coarse resolution Supplementary Primary at fine resolution

Elevation Primary at course resolution Supplementary for roads Primary at fine resolution

Bathymetry Primary for offshore
Supplementary for lakes  
and reservoirs

Supplementary for ponds

Hydrography Primary Supplementary Supplementary

Transportation Supplementary Primary for highways Primary for streets

Government units
Primary for states and  
international

Primary for counties Primary for municipalities

Boundaries of public lands Primary for federal lands Primary for state lands Supplementary

Structures Supplementary Supplementary Primary

Geographic names Primary for cultural features Supplementary Primary for street names

Land cover and land use Primary for land cover Supplementary for both Primary for land use

Cadastral information
Primary for Public Land 
Survey System, leases and 
easements on public lands

Supplementary Primary

Geodetic control Primary Supplementary Supplementary

Source: Adapted from National Research Council, Weaving a National Map (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 2003), pp. 68–69.
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Table 2. MetroGIS and LMIC both have 
mandates to develop and distribute GIS 
databases; as with similar organizations 
elsewhere, neither one has sufficient 
financial resources to deliver all the data 
they would like. The state Departments 
of Transportation and Natural Resources 
need data for their internal operations, 
but have taken steps to share their data 
with others. Dakota County also has 
chosen to share its data—sometimes, 
but not always, with a license and fee. 

Even The Lawrence Group, a for-profit 
company, has decided to share an 
unlimited amount of its data with the 
public sector and academia at no cost to 
those units under an arrangement with 
the Metropolitan Council.

In every one of those agencies, the 
initiative to develop and share data 
was taken by key individuals. Table 2 
identifies one or more of these indi-
viduals for each initiative—people who 
went beyond the normal expectations 

for their job to deliver a component of 
Minnesota’s spatial data infrastructure. 
The next section explores the nature 
of these people’s projects, their experi-
ences, and their motivation.

Key Individuals in Minnesota’s  
Spatial Data Infrastructure
In documenting some of the compo-
nents of the Minnesota SDI, Table 2 
lists nine individuals who were key to 
the development of these components. 
Although others played major roles as 
well, nine are identified as leaders and 
informants.1 They represent different 
sectors and levels of government. 
Because they were mid-level managers 
or above, they could effect change. The 
fact that they are all white males prob-
ably reflects the times during which they 
entered the field. Today, people of color 
and women across the country play 
similar roles.

I interviewed each of the nine and 
asked for a detailed history of their 
contribution, along with obstacles they 
had to overcome to achieve their goals.2 
Most important, I asked them about 
their motivation: Why did they make 
the extra effort to develop data and 
share them with others? Here are their 
stories.

Chris Cialek is a champion for stan-
dards and data access. He is responsible 
for the development of GeoGateway, a 
clearinghouse that provides good access 
to documentation and data for some 
500 data sets developed and maintained 
by state and local governments in 
Minnesota, as well as more than 1,600 
Minnesota-related data sets maintained 
elsewhere. He worked for the U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) before coming 
to LMIC, managing special data proj-
ects for the National Mapping Program. 
At USGS, he glimpsed the vision of 
sharing spatial data, but at LMIC (with 
a mission of providing state data coor-
dination and access) he found a home 
where he could work on his dream. He 
helped spearhead the development and 
implementation of a state standard for 
metadata—a streamlined version of 
the federal standard. Metadata allowed 
LMIC staff to more easily disseminate its 

1 Two other people were mentioned frequently in 
my investigation: John Borchert and Al Robinette. 
Both were strong proponents of good data for good 
land-use planning, and both received the Lifetime 
Achievement Award from the Minnesota GIS/LIS 
Consortium. Neither one is alive to be interviewed 
for this article, but their lives influenced me and 
many others.
2 I am limited in what I say about the institutional 
obstacles because most still work for those same 
organizations.

Figure 1. State and Local Government Data Sharing. State and local governments 
use much GIS data in their work. Some data they collect themselves, but other data 
are borrowed from other agencies. This is the nature of the spatial data infrastruc-
ture. For example, the Metropolitan Mosquito Control District (MMCD) collects 
and maintains data on wetlands (a) so it can treat them during prime mosquito 
breeding times. Aerial photos (b), provided by the Land Management Informa-
tion Center through a state–federal partnership, help guide helicopter pilots to the 
appropriate areas for treatment, as well as provide information to update MMCD’s 
wetlands maps. Street data (c) from the Lawrence Group help guide ground crews, 
but they also help locate customer calls—for example, reports of dead birds, a 
potential clue in pinpointing the mosquito-borne West Nile Virus. Parcel data (d) 
from MetroGIS are used for mail notification in areas where a disease risk has been 
identified; they are also used to guide treatment so as to avoid areas where home-
owners have requested their properties not be treated. In short, data sharing has 
allowed MMCD to reduce costs, increase efficiency, and direct resources toward the 
agency’s core mission.

(a) (b)

(c) (d)
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Table 2. Selected Components of the Minnesota Spatial Data Infrastructure: Data Catalogs and Individual Datasets

Data Catalog Sites Description Indication of Value Agency Key Individuals

GeoGateway
geogateway.state.mn.us

Clearinghouse for 1,700 
data sets about Minne-
sota from more than 50 
providers; searchable by 
keyword, date, location, or 
source.

A single point of access to 
Minnesota data from many 
sources. In FY2004, more than 
12,000 users previewed 78,000 
metadata records; at LMIC 
alone, that resulted in almost 
19,000 data sets downloaded.

Land Management  
Information Center
www.lmic.state.mn.us 

Chris Cialek
David Arbeit

DataFinder
www.datafinder.org 

Documents 169 data sets 
with full metadata; 131 data 
sets directly accessible; inte-
grated with GeoGateway; 
Café option allows extrac-
tion of specific geographic 
areas.

670 downloads per month MetroGIS
www.metrogis.org 

Randall Johnson

The DNR Data Deli
deli.dnr.state.mn.us 

120 data sets of natural 
resource and related data; all 
with full metadata; tiled for 
targeted downloads.

>2,500 downloads per month Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources
www.dnr.state.mn.us 

Les Maki

Dakota County GIS
www.co.dakota.mn.us/gis/ 

Parcel maps and data, plats, 
elevation contours, control 
points, etc.

Used by 11 cities, electric utility, 
86% of county offices. Online 
real estate inquiry has 3/4 million 
user sessions annually.

Dakota County
www.co.dakota.mn.us 

Gary Stevenson

Individual Data Sets Description Indication of Value Agency Key Individuals

Orthophotos
 (see GeoGateway)

State was early partner with 
USGS and NRCS;* in 2003, 
it updated orthophotos in 
partnership with the Farm 
Service Agency.

In 2004, more than 2 terabytes 
of ortho-imagery data were 
downloaded.

Land Management  
Information Center
www.lmic.state.mn.us 

Don Yaeger
David Arbeit

TLG Street Centerline
(see DataFinder)

Similar to TIGER, but 
geometrically correct and 
updated quarterly from local 
sources; covers 20 coun-
ties in Minnesota and 3 in 
Wisconsin.

157 licensed users in the Twin 
Cities area

MetroGIS Endorsed 
Regional Data Solution; 
Metropolitan Council 
purchases access for 
public agencies and 
academic users from The 
Lawrence Group (private)
www.metrocouncil.org 
www.lawrencegroup.com 

Larry Charboneau
Randall Johnson

Transportation BaseMap
www.dot.state.mn.us/tda 
/basemap/index.html

1:24,000 scale public road 
centerlines covering state; 
maps contain road name(s), 
route type/number, divided-
ness, political boundaries, 
and other geo-reference data 
(PLSS, lakes, streams, etc.).

Average monthly website hits 
for first half of 2004: 275 for 
statewide data; 1,919 for indi-
vidual county data; 1,309 for 
metadata.

Minnesota Department  
of Transportation  
www.mndot.gov 

Denny Brott
Tom Glancy

Parcel Data
(see DataFinder)

Integrates 925,000 parcels, 
each with 25 attributes 
normalized across the seven 
counties, increasing to 55 
in 2005.

49 licensed users MetroGIS Endorsed 
Regional Data Solution; 
primary producers are 
seven metropolitan coun-
ties; regional custodian 
is Metropolitan Council 
www.metrocouncil.org

Randall Johnson
Gary Stevenson

* USGS and NRCS are the U.S. Geological Survey (U.S. Department of Interior) and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (U.S. Department of Agriculture), respectively. 
These agencies led a federal effort through the 1990s to create digital orthophotos for the nation. When the program first started, NRCS went by its original name, the Soil 
Conservation Service.
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own data by saving time in answering 
questions. He works hard on stan-
dards because they make it possible to 
work with data from multiple sources. 
Cialek’s work with the Governor’s 
Council on Geographic Information 
enhanced his contacts with state and 
local participants and provided the 
incubator within which a recommended 
approach to developing the clearing-
house was developed.

Randall Johnson3 is the staff director 
and prime mover behind MetroGIS, an 
award-winning stakeholder-governed 
organization working to share data in 
the Twin Cities region. The Metropolitan 
Council supports MetroGIS financially 
and technically, and the seven counties 
and hundreds of local governments that 
make up the region support it substan-
tively. These partners work together 
because they need data from the others 
to fulfill their own information needs. 
Public agencies and academic institu-
tions can now license gratis two unique 
data sets (street centerlines and parcels) 
that formerly were available only for 
a fee. As a former municipal planning 
director, Johnson understands the need 
for data to get the work done and says 
he is driven by a passion to institu-
tionalize data sharing so that sharing 
is both equitable and sustainable. He 
believes strongly in the National Spatial 
Data Infrastructure vision, and has 
worked to convince people locally that 
GIS professionals in the Twin Cities are 
part of something bigger at the state 
and national levels. Johnson holds 
that sharing generally results in higher 
quality data because of feedback from 
the wider variety of users, and that those 
who institutionalize their data sharing 
benefit in turn by getting from others 
data that they need, thereby improving 
their own internal efficiencies.

Les Maki4 was the driving force 
behind creation of the DNR Data Deli 
and the data infrastructure supporting 
it. GIS plays a major role in the planning 
and operations of the state Department 
of Natural Resources (DNR), but the 
agency’s many divisions had data that 

were incompatible with each other. As 
GIS manager, Maki brought together the 
staff and led the charge to create a well-
documented, standardized departmental 
spatial data infrastructure. Then he 
fought to share that infrastructure with 
others outside the department. Maki 
gives five reasons why he believes the 
DNR was willing to share its data with 
others:

 The DNR needs data from others. 
Sharing DNR data helps reduce 
mistrust and sets a positive tone for 
working together, even beyond data 
sharing.

 Better data lead to better decisions, 
and DNR data are of good quality.

 Maturity—the DNR has been using 
GIS so long that it feels less propri-
etary about its data.

 Once the data are well documented 
and on the Internet, DNR staff is 
freed from filling outside requests.

 DNR metadata and a state-recognized 
disclaimer eliminated fears about 
data liability.

Gary Stevenson5 was the leading 
force behind the most productive 
county GIS operation in the state. 
His biggest hurdle, as Dakota County 
surveyor, was getting the Dakota 
County Board to invest in a parcel-
based GIS. Driven by his conviction 
that government could be better if 
it used GIS, Stevenson overcame the 
board’s reticence by partnering with 
11 cities and a local electric utility 
that shared the development costs 
and whose expectations pushed the 
county forward. He started by devel-
oping a GIS for his own department, 
and subsequently expanded this capa-
bility to other departments and units of 
government in the county. Data on the 
Internet saves his staff time responding 
to citizens and professionals looking 
for information; conversely, people 
looking for information can access it 
24 hours a day. Stevenson was active in 
MetroGIS, providing the organizational 
and technical expertise that created the 
seven-county Twin Cities metropolitan 
area parcel map. He never encountered 
a major barrier to his efforts, nor did 
anyone tell him he should develop GIS 
capacity. He was driven by a vision of 
better government.

Don Yaeger6 was the force behind 
Basemaps for the 90s, a state partner-
ship with USGS and Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) that made 
Minnesota the first state of any size 
to have complete orthophotos, plus 
statewide elevation data and electronic 
images of USGS topographic maps. He 
was relentless in securing funds, commu-
nicating with the contractor, evalu-
ating the product, and promoting the 
data—he did it all. A 33-year employee 
of the Land Management Information 
Center, Yaeger continually created part-
nerships that made more data available 
to potential users, public and private, 
by securing state matching money 
from the LCMR and other sources. At 
times, support for his work was stronger 
from people outside his own agency. 
He pushed this work to the top of his 
agenda, sometimes to the detriment of 
his regular assignments and to his own 
professional advancement. Early in his 
career, he brought Minnesota access to 
statewide high-altitude aerial photog-
raphy and organized a 14-year effort to 
complete 1:24,000 USGS topographic 
mapping for the state. When asked why 
he constantly worked to secure new 
and better data about the state, Yaeger 
shrugged and said, “People seem to find 
all kinds of uses for it and someone had 
to organize the effort to get it done.” 
He recalled an early career experience 
of seeing the intense interest state and 
local agencies had in a set of late 1960s, 
centrally distributed air photos—some 
300,000 hard copies were distributed 
and used just in government. That set 
the tone for his career. He also spent the 
past 13 years working on various func-
tions for the Minnesota GIS/LIS Consor-
tium, including serving as chair in 1993, 
and he still edits the GIS/LIS News, the 
newsletter of the consortium, which 
discusses data and application issues 
(www.mngislis.org).

David Arbeit is the director of LMIC 
and a longtime proponent of making 
data available to users. His most recent 
accomplishment was coordinating an 
effort across four state agencies to match 
funds from the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture—providing complete, up-to-date 
color orthophotography for the state. 
He and other agency representatives had 
heard about the local need for such data 
at out-state meetings of the Governor’s 
Council where local users were invited 
to talk about their activities and needs. 

3 Johnson feels uncomfortable being singled out. 
He feels it is important to also recognize mem-
bers of the superb GIS staff at the Metropolitan 
Council who have contributed greatly to the efforts 
described in this paper: Rick Gelbman, Tanya 
Mayer, Alison Slaats, and Mark Kotz. MetroGIS 
is successful because of the effort of hundreds of 
individuals working to share data across the metro-
politan area.

4 Maki retired in 2003, but the Data Deli continues 
under the Department of Natural Resources staff he 
hired and trained. 

5 Stevenson now works in the private sector, but 
the Dakota County GIS Office continues to provide 
leadership for the county and to others in the state. 
Randy Knippel is current head of that office and 
the person who handled most of the technical work 
in knitting together the seven counties.

6 Yaeger retired in 2002, but he continues as editor 
of the GIS/LIS News. It is not clear who will take 
over his successful relationship with LCMR.

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲
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Arbeit took the lead, organizing the part-
nership. It had not always been easy for 
LMIC to take the initiative in delivering 
free data to those who needed them 
because state rules required cost recovery. 
Arbeit heard the frustration of his 
constituents and has taken steps (such as 
GeoGateway) to improve data delivery. 
Arbeit had been GIS coordinator in a 
major city that sold data to recover costs 
and had seen that approach fail both in 
recovering those costs and in making 
data available to the user community. He 
observed, “There’s little point to devel-
oping data with public funds and then 
making it hard for the public to get it.”

Larry Charboneau is president and 
CEO of The Lawrence Group, a mapping 
and GIS company. The Lawrence Group 
publishes a street atlas of the Twin Cities 
from a GIS database. Under an agree-
ment with the Metropolitan Council, 
it makes that database available free to 
public agencies and academic institu-
tions. A dynamic leader, Charboneau 
is current chair of the Minnesota 
Governor’s Council on Geographic 
Information and former chair of the 
annual state GIS/LIS conference, and has 
been active with the MetroGIS Coordi-
nating Committee. When asked why 
he is making his data available, he gave 
several answers. First, having worked in 
the public sector, he knows the value of 
the data to local government. Through 
this arrangement, even smaller and 
poorer units of government can obtain 
the data they need. Second, he gets 
updates from these local governments, 
and giving them free access to the data 
makes them more enthusiastic about 
sharing their information with him. 
Those updates make his street atlas the 
most up-to-date product available.

Denny Brott and Tom Glancy are 
the forces behind free distribution of the 
Minnesota Department of Transporta-
tion (MnDOT) BaseMap. That series of 
files was originally developed from USGS 
7 1/2 Minute Quadrangle maps and 
was used as a cartographic base for the 
MnDOT County Map Series and to assist 
departmental field offices and consul-
tants. The data layers include highways 
and streets, hydrography, county and 
municipal boundaries, and the Public 
Land Survey. Other state and federal 
offices provided technical assistance in 
developing the files (advice from LMIC 
and DNR, as well as cooperation from 
USGS), which fostered positive relation-
ships and a willingness to share. Brott 
and Glancy knew from attempts by 
MnDOT to sell cartographic map data 

that sales were rare, income was negli-
gible, and relationships were sometimes 
strained. They had seen local govern-
ment and other transportation data 
users digitizing their own data, dupli-
cating efforts, and wasting time and tax 
dollars. Brott and Glancy saw the value 
of reducing duplication and working off 
a common base. They pushed to release 
the hydrography data to DNR, where it 
would be maintained and updated. They 
also pushed MnDOT to widely distribute 
the BaseMap to government agencies, 
academic institutions, and the public 
in a standard package for little or no 
fee. Technical breakthroughs made data 
distribution easier: first peer-to-peer file 
transfer sites, then CD-ROM publishing, 
and finally the development of high-
capacity web distribution.

Having identified the key indi-
viduals in the Minnesota SDI, does the 
White Knight analogy presented at the 
beginning of this article really apply? 
Knights are defined by three characteris-
tics—passion, skill, and a code of honor. 
They have the passion to do the right 
thing, which motivates them to over-
come any obstacles. Skills allow them 
to accomplish difficult tasks. A code of 
honor controls how their passion and 
skills are applied in the real world. The 
knights’ code of honor is based on chiv-
alry and gallantry and requires them to 
be loyal to their home organization, but 
also to have the courage to reach beyond 
self-serving goals to achieve the greater 
good. The code requires them to put 
their “professional” lives at risk for the 
greater good, without expecting personal 
gain in return. The nine people described 
here clearly have shown such passion, 
skills, and honor, thus the title of White 
Knight seems entirely appropriate.

Summary of Motivating Factors
The stories of these nine individuals 
who made a difference in the develop-
ment of the spatial data infrastructure in 
Minnesota show that they were inspired 
middle managers who worked hard to 
convince top managers to make the 
organization’s data widely available. 
Their home organizations had reasons 
for not distributing the data, but these 
White Knights won out—at least for 
now. Three common themes can be 
found in their stories.

1.	 Idealism. This is first and foremost 
for our White Knights. Each believes 
that better information makes for 
better decisions, and that an open 
government is a better government. 
They state that GIS is a good tool for 

management and decision making, 
and they believe in data synergy: 
that bringing together more data 
makes for more informed decisions. 
Charging for data reduces the utility 
of the data. Those closest to the data 
source can produce and maintain the 
best data sets. They believe their own 
instincts about sharing are correct 
and their actions can bring about 
change.

2.		Enlightened	self-interest. They 
know they need to document and 
standardize their own data so they 
can make good use of the data them-
selves. They believe in sharing that 
data because they need data from 
other people and want to be viewed 
as a cooperative partner. They need 
to join a coalition to get the data 
they need, and they save staff time 
from filling custom orders by put-
ting their data on the Internet. They 
prevent confusion and lawsuits by 
providing good documentation. They 
know that politicians support valued 
organizations and work hard to get 
such a reputation. They believe their 
data are superior and want to drive 
out the bad data.

3.		Involvement	in	a	professional	cul-
ture. Involvement in a professional 
organization engenders participation, 
cooperation, and trust. Sometimes 
that culture is based on one-on-one 
experiences, as in the case of creating 
MnDOT’s BaseMap. Other times, the 
culture is grown from being part of a 
national professional organization or 
a national project or event. For many 
of the individuals described here, 
that culture was grown by working 
together on task forces and commit-
tees that spanned agency boundaries. 
All are members of the Minnesota 
GIS/LIS Consortium and have par-
ticipated in annual conferences, both 
at formal sessions and at the vari-
ous social events that bring people 
together.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Most of what has been written about 
institutional relationships is probably 
true and can provide valuable guide-
lines for enhancing our spatial data 
infrastructure. But it is people who make 
it happen. That proved to be the case 
in Minnesota, where some of the most 
useful components of the spatial data 
infrastructure are available because of 
the work of a few key people. They come 
from different sectors, but they share the 
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same passion and are motivated by the 
same forces. This commonality implies 
that they can be replicated, that there is 
some kind of training and socialization 
that can yield similarly passionate and 
successful people.

The question is, how do we replicate 
our White Knights? We know there are 
others like them across the country and 
around the world—covering a broad 
demographic spectrum. But there is a 
larger body of people who do not have 
the passion or skills to be champions. 
What can be done to convert them? My 
recommendations are speculative and 
incomplete, but are based on the find-
ings about what motivates the knights 
interviewed in this study.

Encourage their idealism. The GIS 
Code of Ethics that the GIS Certifica-
tion Institute recently adopted contains 
several ideas that encourage sharing: 
strive to do what is right, share data 
widely, document data, work respect-
fully with colleagues, and contribute to 
the discipline. There are numerous good 
case studies of the benefits of GIS, and 
these need to be widely shared. Articles 
in trade magazines and presentations at 
conferences show the benefits of data 
sharing that should be available to all 
in the field. The University Consortium 
for Geographic Information Science 
(UCGIS) lists numerous specific items 
on its research agenda that could help 
practitioners understand the value of 
their work and the need to share data: 
GIS and society, institutional aspects 
of spatial data infrastructures, and 
geographic information partnering. 
Idealism is a primary motivator.

Document the benefits that accrue 
to the sharing organization. Individual 

stories like those in this article may 
help people see how they can help 
themselves while helping others. The 
literature is weak in documenting the 
benefits that accrue to the organization 
that shares its data with others. The 
UCGIS research agenda, if addressed 
properly, could document the benefits 
of sharing data. It would be very useful 
to document the negative effects of 
restricting access to data. Self-interest is 
an excellent vehicle to convince the rest 
of the organization to cooperate in data 
sharing.

Encourage professional accultura-
tion. Take advantage of opportunities 
for bringing professionals together; 
process is more important for building 
communities than the products that we 
often cherish. Use committees, confer-
ences, workshops, and user-groups to 
build networks and a sense of common 
purpose. Encourage organizations to 
celebrate good work because it encour-
ages others to follow with good work. 
Most of the people or projects listed 
in Table 2 have received a commenda-
tion from the Governor’s Council for 
outstanding contributions to the state 
or a Lifetime Achievement Award for a 
career of exceptional service. In 2003, the 
Minnesota GIS/LIS Consortium gave out 
a new Polaris Award to those mid-career 
GIS professionals who were beacons of 
energy and creativity and who inspired 
and guided others in the field.

Minnesota is providing a model for 
the nation. Its spatial data infrastruc-
ture is well advanced, supporting better 
government operations and manage-
ment. This article documents one of the 
reasons for this ideal situation: people 
who care deeply and are willing to work 

hard to achieve their goal. In a broader 
sense, White Knights are important to 
many aspects of society. They are our 
best employees, our best public officials, 
and our best business leaders. They 
have a vision of a better world and are 
relentless in pursuing that vision. This 
article provides a sense of what might 
motivate such people. If they are similar 
to the GIS White Knights considered 
here, these other White Knights are 
motivated by idealism, enlightened 
self-interest, and cultural norms. As 
employers and citizens, we can get the 
best from these leaders if we are clear 
about what we value, and acknowledge 
and reward good work.

William J. Craig is associate director of 
the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs 
(CURA), and an adjunct faculty member 
in the Department of Geography and the 
Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public 
Affairs at the University of Minnesota. He 
has been involved in GIS since the late 
19�0s when he was one of the pioneers in 
developing the Minnesota Land Manage-
ment Information System. He served 
as president of the Urban and Regional 
Information Systems Association (URISA, 
19��–19��) and the University Consor-
tium for Geographic Information Science 
(UCGIS, 199�), and chaired the committee 
that drafted the recently adopted GIS 
Certification Institute’s Code of Ethics.

This article was adapted from “White 
Knights of Spatial Data Infrastructure: The 
Role and Motivation of Key Individuals,” 
published in the Journal of the Urban and 
Regional Information Systems Association 
1� (200�): �–1�. The article is available at 
www.urisa.org/Journal/Vol1�No2/Craig.pdf.
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Myron Orfield, director of the 
Institute on Race and Poverty 
(IRP) and associate professor 

at the University of Minnesota School 
of Law, has been named the 2005–2006 
Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban and 
Regional Affairs. Orfield’s appointment, 
announced this past June, was made 
by the interim dean of the Graduate 
School, Victor Bloomfield, based on 
recommendations from CURA’s nomi-
nating committee.

The Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban 
and Regional Affairs is one of four 
endowed chairs and two named 
professorships made possible through a 
generous contribution to the University 
of Minnesota by David and Elizabeth 
Fesler. The Fesler-Lampert Endow-
ment in Interdisciplinary and Graduate 
Studies was initially established in 1985 
to stimulate interdisciplinary research 
and teaching through the appoint-
ment of distinguished, broadly learned 
scholars to endowed faculty positions at 
the University of Minnesota.

CURA director Tom Scott praised 
Orfield’s selection, noting that “both his 
recent research and his work throughout 
his career exemplify the purposes and 
intent of the Fesler-Lampert Chair.” 
Orfield’s research has embraced a broad 
range of urban affairs issues, from socio-
economic and land-use policies to civil 
rights and election trends. During the 
last decade, he has served as executive 
director of the nonprofit Metropolitan 
Area Research Corporation and presi-
dent of the demographic research firm 
Ameregis (a position he still holds), and 
he is currently a nonresident senior 
fellow at the Brookings Institution. 

His most recent book, American Metropol-
itics: The New Suburban Reality (Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2002), analyzes 
economic, racial, environmental, 
and political trends in the 25 largest 
metropolitan regions in the United 
States. Using detailed case studies, 
Orfield explains how social isolation 
and sprawling development in these 
regions limit opportunities for the poor, 
diminish quality of life, and threaten 
the environment, and then outlines a 
comprehensive strategy for addressing 
these problems. In addition to his 
research activities, Orfield served in the 
Minnesota state legislature for more than 
a decade, where he was actively involved 
in legislation addressing metropolitan 
land use planning, fiscal inequality, and 
regional governance issues.

Orfield plans to use the resources 
provided by his appointment to analyze 
the evolving legal authority and respon-
sibilities of the Metropolitan Council 
in light of several ongoing or recently 
settled lawsuits against the Met Council, 
as well as state and federal court inter-
pretations of similar metropolitan gover-
nance statutes in other jurisdictions. 
Orfield hopes to couple his analysis with 
recent demographic research on the 
Twin Cities metro area, both to bench-
mark the performance of our regional 
legal framework and to suggest how 
this framework might address racial and 
social segregation in Twin Cities schools 
and neighborhoods.

Myron Orfield joins a distinguished 
list of University faculty who have 
held the Fesler-Lampert Chair in recent 
years, including Ann Markusen of the 
Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, 
Patrick Brezonik of the Department of 
Civil Engineering, Eugene Borgida of 
the Department of Psychology, Dennis 
Ahlburg of the Department of Indus-
trial Relations, and John Adams of the 
Department of Geography.

The Fesler-Lampert Endowment is 
intended as a tribute to David Fesler’s 
grandfathers, Bert Fesler and Jacob 
Lampert. The Fesler-Lampert Chair in 
Urban and Regional Affairs is appointed 
for a one-year period and receives 
approximately $42,000 for research, 
salary, and logistical support. The funds 
are jointly administered by the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Foundation and the 
University of Minnesota.

Myron Orfield Named 2005–2006 Fesler-Lampert 
Chair in Urban and Regional Affairs

Myron Orfield
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B. Warner Shippee
Former CURA staff member Warner Shippee died July 7, 2005, in St. Paul at the age of 88. 
Throughout his career, Warner’s work focused on housing, city planning, and redevelop-
ment, issues he pursued as executive director of the St. Paul Housing and Redevelopment 
Authority during the 1950s and 1960s, and later as director of the University Commu-
nity Development Corporation. He joined the CURA staff in 1972, where he continued 
to pursue his interests in urban affairs and community development issues as director of 
housing studies. Warner will be fondly remembered.
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