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“Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that things are going well, or

willingness to invest in enterprises that are obviously headed for early success, but rather an

ability to work for something because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to

succeed. The more unpromising the situation in which we demonstrate hope, the deeper that

hope is. Hope is not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn

out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.  It is also

this hope, above all, that gives us the strength to live and continually to try new things, even in

conditions that seem as hopeless as ours do, here and now.” - Václav Havel
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Executive Summary
The Flexible Benefit Set (FBS) is an integral part of Pathways to Prosperity and Wellbeing
(P2PW), a human-centered design initiative to reform human services in Dakota County and
Olmsted County. The FBS addresses the need to remodel public assistance delivery by
streamlining funding through a single payment source and eliminating restrictions on how
participants can spend public benefits. Our study examined the social science literature
pertaining to five core principles of the FBS’s design: accessibility, centering equity, trusting
families and flexibility, raising benefit cut-offs to the level of a living wage, and eliminating
benefit cliffs.

In 2019, legislation to fund a pilot of the FBS did not pass. Our study was motivated by the
P2PW team’s need to secure support from legislators or private funders to launch a pilot of the
FBS and test out its innovative design. In order to equip the P2PW team with the evidence they
need to pitch the program to funders, we conducted a literature review organized around five of
the core principles of the FBS. Our review incorporated both peer-reviewed articles and research
reports published in 2000 or later, and focused on the following three primary research questions:

1. Does the social science evidence surrounding the principles of the FBS suggest that there
is a need for the program?

2. What does the social science evidence suggest about the effectiveness of existing public
assistance programs in achieving long term poverty reduction and combating
intergenerational poverty?

3. What does the evidence suggest about the potential impact of the FBS?

This report both describes evidence to support the need for the FBS and provides
recommendations for how the P2PW team can frame and present this evidence to funders to
make the case for the FBS. The following summary offers a general overview of the findings and
conclusions presented in this report:

Accessibility
● Public assistance is widely underutilized by eligible families because of barriers that

make it inaccessible. Nationally, only about 23% of eligible families utilized TANF in
2019 (CBPP 2020).

● Lack of access to public assistance programs exacerbates inequity. Obtaining and
maintaining benefits requires a substantial investment of time and resources that many
families don’t have, and often requires an understanding of the English language and
knowledge of the benefits landscape. Disabled communities, immigrant communities,
and communities of color are further excluded from benefits because of these barriers.
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Equity
● Economic programs that prioritize equity are more efficient, cost effective, boost social

cohesion, and lessen political conflict (Gupta et al., 1999).
● Public assistance programs have traditionally only been accessible to white families,

meaning white families have had more time to build wealth and reach financial stability
than BIPOC families.

● That BIPOC families have been excluded from social services is reflected in today’s
wealth gaps, which demonstrate that women and communities of color have significantly
less wealth and are paid less than men and white people.

● TANF is currently less accessible to BIPOC families, and BIPOC families are sanctioned
at significantly higher rates than white families, jeopardizing their eligibility (Schram,
2005).

Flexibility and Trusting Families
● Studies conducted on unrestricted benefit programs have found that employment

increased, stress and negative mental health effects decreased, families were able to pay
off debts, and overall health improved among program participants.

● In addition, studies have found that unrestricted funds are overwhelmingly used to pay
for necessities (e.g., West et al., 2021). More lenient program requirements, such as
higher asset limits in TANF, have been found to increase families’ likelihood of achieving
financial independence and opening savings accounts (Hamilton, 2016) and have not
been found to encourage long-term reliance on public assistance programs.

Getting Families to a Living Wage
● Research shows that when families leave TANF, most do not secure a stable job or earn

an income above the federal poverty wage. Additionally, many families experience a
relapse in homelessness and food insecurity once leaving the program, demonstrating that
the program as it currently stands does not empower families for long-term
self-sufficiency.

● Economic literature suggests that the living wage is likely a better indicator of financial
self-sufficiency than the federal poverty line. However, the living wage is also difficult to
define, making it a challenging policy target.

Eliminating Benefit Cliffs
● Because of the way marginal tax rates are structured, families lose eligibility for social

services and are relatively highly taxed, which means they make too much to receive
services but are losing too much money to taxes to be able to access what they need to
survive.
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● This keeps families from ever reaching self-sufficiency and discourages families from
accepting jobs or promotions that would increase their earnings just enough to lose
eligibility for benefits.

Conclusions
● There is substantial social science evidence supporting the need for a program organized

around the principles of the Flexible Benefit Set.
● Years of social scientific research demonstrates that existing public assistance programs

have many weaknesses that prevent them from achieving long-term poverty reduction
and combating intergenerational poverty.

● The Flexible Benefit Set, with its intentional focus on addressing key weaknesses of
current systems, has the potential to improve upon many of the shortcomings of existing
public assistance programs, creating a public benefits program that’s more likely to
effectively lift families out of poverty and address intergenerational poverty.

Recommendations: Making the Case for a Flexible Benefit Set
● Start with values. Prime your audience to agree with your message by laying out values

with which they can connect, such as “human potential” and “access to opportunity”.
Explain what the FBS is intended to achieve.

● Explain that the current system isn’t working. The FBS has not yet been tested and the
program design differs from that of other unrestricted cash transfer programs that have
been studied, so it is impossible to know exactly what outcomes the FBS will achieve.
When pitching the FBS, highlight the problems in the existing system to demonstrate
why public assistance reform is needed and how the design of the FBS directly responds
to this need.

● Incorporate the talking points presented in the last section of this report:
○ Every person in our communities should have access to opportunity and the tools

they need to reach their full potential -- regardless of age, race, ability, or gender.
○ Like building a home, we invest our collective resources to make sure every

family in our community has the support they need to weather all kinds of storms.
○ The structures we have right now to support families need updating.
○ The Flexible Benefit Set is an evidence-based restructuring of the way we support

families in our community to reach their full potential.
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1. Background
In 2018, Dakota County and Olmsted County, in collaboration with the Future Services Institute
at the University of Minnesota, launched a human-centered design process to explore
transforming their delivery of human services and public assistance through the Pathways to
Prosperity and Well-Being (P2PW) initiative. The overall goal of this initiative is to reduce
intergenerational poverty in Dakota County and Olmsted County by adopting an approach to
service delivery that emphasizes trusting families and customizing services to each family’s
needs (Fleissner et al. 2020).

Through the human-centered design process, Dakota and Olmsted recognized the need for
changes in their delivery of public assistance; each county used this information to create and
then pilot a new practice model. The Flexible Benefit Set (FBS) is an integral part of the design
of P2PW that addresses this need to remodel public assistance delivery. In conjunction with the
P2PW practice models, the FBS is intended to simplify human service delivery by unifying all of
the public benefits a family receives into a single payment. Additionally, the FBS lifts the
restrictions on how public assistance money can be spent, giving families more discretion in how
they use their benefits.

Rather than supplementing existing benefits,
the FBS replaces most existing benefit
programs, simplifying delivery by routing
all funds through a single source. As the
Future Services Institute found in a recent
exploration of comparable programs around
the US, this feature, along with the
eligibility criteria outlined in Box 1, sets the
FBS apart from other unconditional cash
transfer programs that have been piloted  in
other locales (Hendriks & Sir 2021, page 9).
The uniqueness of the FBS poses many
opportunities for Dakota County and
Olmsted County to try new things, but also
creates design and implementation
challenges as the P2PW teams must navigate
unknowns.
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Core Principles of the FBS

Dakota County outlined seven theoretical principles of the FBS to inform their design and
implementation of the program. These principles, which guided the structure and organization of
this literature review, are outlined below.

1. Flexibility: The FBS will not have the restrictions inherent to existing benefits programs.
Recipients will be able to use the benefits they receive through FBS in the way that best
suits their individual needs.

2. Trusting families and giving them control: Going hand in hand with the first principle
of flexibility, this principle reflects Dakota County’s desire to empower families to make
the decisions that are best for them. Unlike the current benefit system which restricts how
benefits can be used, the FBS restores family autonomy and agency.

3. Centering equity: Since the overarching goal of the FBS is to reduce intergenerational
poverty, and since intergenerational poverty disproportionately impacts communities of
color, equity is key to the program’s design. Many of the restrictions that exist in the
current benefit system represent the distrust those in power hold towards marginalized
groups. The FBS seeks to change this dynamic by shifting more decision making power
towards benefit recipients. In program design and implementation, Dakota County
carefully considers likely disparate impacts, and plans to disaggregate outcomes data to
monitor for these.

4. Providing incentives instead of punishment: Sanctions are not a part of the FBS. While
family responsibility and accountability are important, the FBS will meet
“non-compliance” with more support rather than reduced resources. Additionally, the
program will emphasize incentives to remain in the program and work towards
self-sufficiency.

5. Reaching a living wage before benefits stop: Dakota County estimates that a living
wage for a family of one adult and two children is equal to about $32.63 per hour
(Glasmeier, 2020). Current benefits typically stop below this level or after a
predetermined time limit, often leaving families still unable to afford many necessities. In
order to reduce poverty across generations, the FBS seeks to bring families to the level of
a living wage before they stop receiving benefits.

6. Simplicity and low administrative burden: The siloed nature of the existing benefits
system requires recipients to identify and navigate multiple bureaucratic systems,
complete time-consuming administrative processes, and interact with numerous staff
members for each benefit program. The FBS will increase accessibility and reduce
administrative burdens by centralizing public benefits through a single program, as well
as providing more and more proactive support to help families successfully navigate the
system requirements that cannot be changed.

7. Eliminating benefit cliffs: Within the existing benefits system, there are several points at
which earning more money reduces benefits by more than the amount of the earned
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income increase. These points are referred to as “benefit cliffs,” and can discourage
benefits recipients from taking higher paying jobs. The FBS will eliminate these cliffs:
when an FBS participant’s income rises, their FBS benefits will always be reduced by
less than the increase in their income (referred to as a 25% income disregard).

Motivation for Our Study

While the P2PW pilot of the practice model launched in 2019, the FBS has not yet been enacted.
Legislation supporting an FBS pilot program was introduced in 2019 but did not pass. The
Dakota County P2PW team requested this review of literature related to the core principles of the
FBS to help them with messaging and marketing as they seek funding for a pilot program. The
aim of the literature review detailed in this report is to identify the existing social science
evidence basis for the FBS and highlight key takeaways that the P2PW team can cite to support
their efforts to launch an FBS pilot. This report is organized around the core principles of the
FBS, which are outlined above, and seeks to answer the following overarching research
questions:

1. Does the social science evidence surrounding the principles of the FBS suggest that there
is a need for the program?

2. What does the social science evidence suggest about the effectiveness of existing public
assistance programs in achieving long term poverty reduction and combating
intergenerational poverty?

3. What does the evidence suggest about the potential impact of the FBS?
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2. Methodology

After discussions with Jenny Douville and Jenna Ferrin from Dakota County’s Pathways to
Prosperity team, we developed the following questions to guide our narrative review of social
science research related to the principles of the Flexible Benefit Set, and used these questions to
structure our findings:

● Accessibility: What barriers are there to accessing public assistance in current systems
and programs?

● Centering Equity: What is meant by “centering equity” and why is this an important
pillar of effective public benefit systems? Have US public assistance programs
historically centered equity, and how has this impacted current wealth inequality? How
do current public assistance programs impact inequity?

● Flexibility and Trusting Families: How does flexibility in public assistance programs
impact benefit recipients?

● Getting Families to a Living Wage: How do cut-offs in public assistance programs
impact benefit recipients? What are the potential benefits and drawbacks of extending
benefits until families are earning a living wage?

● Eliminating Benefit Cliffs: How do benefit cliffs impact people receiving public
assistance?

We began our research by identifying key search terms, outlined in Table 1 below, for each
research question. These search terms were used to find social science literature available
through online databases, including Google Scholar, the University of Minnesota Library
System, and the Congressional Research Service. Our scan of the literature included
peer-reviewed articles published in 2000 or later (excepting some research on historical trends)
as well as research conducted and published by reputable policy research institutions such as the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, the Urban Institute, the Federal Reserve Bank, the US
Census Bureau, and research centers at academic institutions. We focused our review on
literature relating to the United States, since the FBS will be operating in the context of
US-specific federal policies.
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Table 1. Search terms used to identify literature related to each principle of the FBS.
FBS Principle Search Terms

Accessibility “administrative barriers” & “public benefits” ; “administrative barriers” &
“TANF”; “access benefits” & “TANF”; “welfare benefits access”; “access
barriers”

Centering equity “centering equity in social services”; “equity definitions”; “benefits of
centering equity”; “equity in welfare programs”; “social welfare program
demographics”

Flexibility and trusting families “cash transfer”; “cash transfer programs”; “unconditional cash transfer”;
“conditional cash transfer”; “Universal Basic Income”; “UBI” ; “public
assistance” & “time limits”

Getting families to a living wage “living wage” & “public assistance”; “living wage” & “self sufficiency”;
“poverty reduction” & “TANF”; “public benefits” & “living wage”; “time
limits” & “poverty reduction”

Eliminating benefit cliffs “benefit cliff”; “welfare cliff”

An initial scan of the literature available through these databases revealed that the literature base
was larger for some research questions than for others. Specifically, our initial searches
uncovered a variety of literature related to accessing public assistance and benefit cliffs, but less
research related to flexibility/trusting families and extending benefit cut-offs to the level of a
living wage. For questions with a thinner literature base, we broadened search terms to include
literature exploring a wider range of topics related to the research question. For example, the
search for research related to raising benefit cut-offs was broadened to explore literature related
to the efficacy of existing programs, particularly TANF, in achieving long-term poverty reduction
among recipients, and the relationship of poverty reduction to benefit cut-offs. The search for
research related to flexibility was expanded to include studies of the outcomes of unrestricted
cash transfer programs and the impact of other types of program restrictions, such as asset limits,
on benefit recipients.
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The following findings are based on literature identified using the process described above, as
well as our synthesis of this literature. In analyzing the literature identified in our review,
emphasis was placed on studies most relevant to the context of the FBS and the aim of this report
in providing social science support for the principles of the FBS. Figure 1 summarizes the
number of sources of each type cited for each of the principles. While the literature cited is far
from an exhaustive list of all available research on these topics, it is intended to provide a
representative overview of the main areas of thought and study related to each principle of the
FBS.
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3. Reviewing Literature on the FBS

3.1 Accessibility
Reviewing the literature for research on access barriers to public benefits revealed that the
current benefits system contains many barriers that prevent eligible families from receiving
public support. Barriers take many forms and are sometimes conceptualized as either “formal
barriers'' like work or other eligibility requirements, or “informal barriers'' like the administrative
burden of navigating multiple bureaucratic systems and reporting requirements for each
individual benefit. Several studies of access barriers to public benefits draw on Lipsky’s
street-level bureaucracy theory, which emphasizes the impact of frontline public service workers
in shaping public policy. The literature around access barriers provides a critical intersection with
equity considerations in public benefits administration.

Below, the guiding research question for this principle is provided with key findings from the
literature and potential implications for how a Flexible Benefit Set could improve accessibility
and equity in benefits administration.

1. What barriers are there to accessing public assistance in current systems and programs?

● Access barriers take many forms. One of the most common barriers to accessing public
benefits is the lack of knowledge of what benefits are available. For example, 30 to 50%
of welfare recipients who leave TANF are unaware of their continued eligibility to
receive food stamps (Zedlewski & Holland, 2003).

Other documented barriers include:

● Psychological barriers include feelings of shame for seeking benefits, or fear stemming
from prior engagement with government agencies (Stuber & Kronebusch, 2004).

● Administrative barriers include complex or time-intensive application processes and
strict yet ambiguous eligibility verification requirements. These administrative
requirements increase the transactional costs of receiving benefits and most negatively
impact the most under-resourced individuals and families who often lack the time or
transportation means to navigate multiple bureaucracies (Wu & Eamon, 2010).

● Clerical errors and organizational practices can lead to breakdowns in case
processing. The complex and siloed nature of the current benefits system creates
additional barriers through slow or inaccurate processing of claimant paperwork or
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misunderstanding claimants’ eligibility on part of the benefits administrators (Brodkin et
al., 2005). While formal eligibility requirements may seem like a clear-cut method for
determining who should and should not receive public benefits, implementing eligibility
requirements is much more complex in practice. For example:

“TANF caseworkers routinely make discretionary judgments when they determine what
constitutes sufficient proof of eligibility (e.g., is a note from a landlord adequate in lieu of
a formal rent receipt or cancelled check?), whether individuals have genuinely attempted
to comply with processing demands (e.g., did they refuse to appear for a scheduled
appointment or did the appointment notice fail to arrive in the mail on time?), and
whether claimants have acted in ‘‘good faith’’ in responding to various requirements
(e.g., did they show up for work only to be told their hours had been cut back, or did they
refuse to work?)” (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010).

Common clerical errors and organizational practices that lead to administrative exclusion
occur during:

● Case processing
● Verification of eligibility
● Administration of work requirements
● Medical verification
● Records management

These barriers, alone or in combination, prevent eligible families from receiving public benefits.
However, not all barriers are experienced equally.

● Access barriers exacerbate inequality. The time and effort required to navigate the
current benefits system disproportionately impacts BIPOC families “who often lack the
resources that could counteract them (e.g., access to personal transportation, a computer,
or child care)” or who have difficulty setting appointments due to other health
impairments (Shippee et al., 2012). For example, individuals with substance abuse
problems or mental health conditions often refrain from seeking benefits in the first place
out of fear that engagement with public agencies may lead to negative legal consequences
or reprisal from child-protective services (Stuber & Kronebusch, 2004).

● Limited English proficiency compounds the negative impact of access barriers by
making it more difficult to comprehend and complete paperwork or to communicate
verification requirements to program staff (Hanson et al., 2014).
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● Clinical depression compounds the negative impact of access barriers by making it
more difficult to complete administrative tasks and attend the required appointments to
receive benefits (Shippee et al., 2012).

● Immigrant families face additional access barriers. Eligibility requirements are
particularly difficult to navigate for immigrant families who may have limited English
proficiency, limited contextual knowledge of public benefits systems, or mixed eligibility
statuses within the family unit. Immigrant families often do not seek benefits out of fears
and misperceptions about immigration consequences related to receiving benefits.
Additionally, one study found that “although children with foreign-born parents are
overrepresented among poor families, they are underrepresented in public benefits
enrollment” (Hanson et al., 2014).

● Access barriers result in widespread underutilization of public benefits by eligible
families. It is widely documented that many individuals who are eligible for public
benefit programs do not receive those benefits (Meyer & Floyd, 2020; Super, 2004;
CBPP, 2020). By some estimates, nationwide only 23% of eligible families received cash
benefits from TANF in 2019. In Minnesota, the number is 47% (CBPP, 2020).

Figure 2. Benefit receipt per 100 families in poverty, 1979-2019. Source: Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, 2020.

This underutilization of benefits has been attributed to the administrative exclusion of
eligible families. Administrative exclusion is defined as “nonparticipation attributable to
organizational factors rather than claimant preferences or eligibility status” (Brodkin &
Majmundar, 2010). Personal examples of administrative exclusion have been documented
by advocacy organizations dedicated to helping families navigate benefits programs:

“Ms. Garcia, a part-time, low-wage worker, received TANF and Food Stamps. When her
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benefits were unexpectedly cancelled, she contacted her caseworker and was informed
that documents verifying her work record and earnings were missing from her case file
and presumed lost. Ms. Garcia submitted replacement copies, as requested.

When her benefits were not restored, she called the Public Benefits Hotline, a legal
advocacy service for Chicago-area residents. A Hotline advocate took the case, making
repeated phone calls and leaving messages over an eight-day period. When the advocate
finally reached the caseworker, she said she could not help. The advocate then tried to
contact a supervisor, making seven phone calls over two days. The supervisor
acknowledged and promised to correct the error, but benefits did not resume.

The advocate again made repeated attempts to reach the supervisor, succeeding after six
days. The supervisor did not know why benefits had not resumed. The advocate then
personally walked the supervisor through the complex process for correcting errors in the
computer record. Two days later—nearly three weeks after Ms. Garcia lost her welfare
and food stamp benefits—her eligibility was restored” (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010).

In cases where claimants do not have access to outside advocacy, or are unable to make
repeated appeals on their own, or are unaware that appeals are an option, administrative
barriers may result in extended periods where eligible claimants do not receive benefits.

● The current system incentivizes structural barriers to accessing public benefits.
States are incentivized to keep TANF rolls low. States are able to accumulate unspent
TANF funds and transfer them to other state social service programs (Brodkin &
Majmundar, 2010). Brodkin & Majmundar argue that this structure incentivizes the
creation of formal and informal barriers to public benefits that reduce caseloads.

Implications for the Flexible Benefit Set
● The research is clear that administrative complexity is one of the most prominent access

barriers to benefits. Consolidating multiple benefit programs into a single FBS could
reduce the burden of time and energy that families must spend to receive benefits, giving
them more time to focus their efforts on work, family life, and the journey out of poverty.
Streamlining the administration of benefits into a single program is also likely to reduce
the clerical errors and administrative practices that result in administrative exclusion,
because families will work with fewer program administrators.

● The streamlined FBS application process will increase equity by making benefits more
accessible to those who need them most.

● The whole family approach of the Flexible Benefit Set could address the specific
challenges faced by immigrant families with mixed-eligibility statuses, allowing them to
more collaboratively navigate the benefits system.
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3.2 Equity
One of the ways the Flexible Benefit Set differs from the current system of public assistance is
that it holds equity as a central principle. The literature outlined below examines the meaning
and purpose of centering equity, the historical exclusion of BIPOC communities from public
assistance programs, the current state of wealth inequality in the United States, and the ways in
which existing public assistance programs impact inequity. Overall, this literature suggests that
benefit systems that center equity are not only more efficient and cost effective, but are necessary
to compensate for the ways that BIPOC communities have historically been excluded from
public assistance programs.

1. What is meant by “centering equity” and why is this an important pillar of effective public
benefit systems?

● Equity goes beyond equality:
○ The Stanford Social Innovation Review notes that, “equity is also different from

“equality,” in which everyone has the same amount of something (food, medicine,
opportunity) despite their existing needs or assets…[Equity] describes something
deeper and more complex. It is about each of us getting what we need to survive
or succeed—access to opportunity, networks, resources, and supports—based
on where we are and where we want to go” (Putnam-Walkerly & Russell, 2016).

○ “The term ‘equity’ refers to fairness and justice and is distinguished from equality:
Whereas equality means providing the same to all, equity means recognizing that
we do not all start from the same place and must acknowledge and make
adjustments to imbalances. The process is ongoing, requiring us to identify and
overcome intentional and unintentional barriers arising from bias or systemic
structures,” says the National Association of Colleges and Employees (NACE,
2021).

● Programs that prioritize equity are more efficient and cost effective. The
International Monetary Fund notes that while “some societies view equity as a worthy
goal in and of itself because of its moral implications and its intimate link with fairness
and social justice”, there are economic reasons for pursuing equity in programming and
legislation as well (Gupta et al., 1999):

○ The International Monetary Fund has found that “policies that promote equity can
help, directly and indirectly, to reduce poverty. When incomes are more evenly
distributed, fewer individuals fall below the poverty line. Equity-enhancing
policies, particularly such investment in human capital as education can, in the
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long run, boost economic growth, which, in turn, has been shown to alleviate
poverty” (Gupta et al., 1999).

○ In addition to these findings, the IMF elaborates that, “policies that promote equity
can boost social cohesion and reduce political conflict. To be effective, most
policies require broad political support, which is more likely to be forthcoming when
the distribution of income is seen as fair” (Gupta et al., 1999).

Implications for FBS: The research cited above demonstrates that equity-centered programs are
beneficial for many reasons: they’re more cost effective, efficient, and increase social cohesion
and domestic peace. Given this evidence, the Flexible Benefit’s focus on equity has the potential
to both decrease poverty in Dakota County as well as improve the wellbeing of all families in the
county, whether they are accessing these programs or not.

Figure 3. Equality versus equity.
Source: Interaction Institute for Social Change | Artist: Angus Maguire.
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2. Have US public assistance programs historically centered equity, and how has this impacted
current wealth inequality?

● Public assistance programs have historically excluded BIPOC families.
○ The US Department of Labor conducted a racial analysis in 1931 on the Mother’s

Pension program, one of the earliest welfare programs. They collected
demographic data on about half of the participants of this program and found that
“of 46,597 families, 96 percent of them were white, 3 percent were black, and 1
percent were of ‘other racial extraction’” (U.S. Department of Labor, 1933). The
lack of BIPOC families participating in these programs is largely due to the fact
that social service organizations intentionally excluded Black families from
receiving these services.

○ Mother’s Pension programs were intentionally not established in cities with large
numbers of Black folks in order to exclude this demographic from receiving
services (Gooden, 2003). Additionally, the incorporation of subjective
requirements, such as the stipulation that Aid to Dependent Children only go to
children residing in a “suitable home,” allowed for de facto racism in
implementation (Gooden, 2003).

○ Even today, Black and Latino families are significantly more likely to live in areas
with the lowest amounts of TANF utilization, despite higher poverty rates (Meyer
& Floyd, 2020). This means that BIPOC families are less likely to have TANF
benefits and that even when they do, they’re more likely to live in areas with the
least amounts of benefits. Research has also shown that states with more Black
and Indigenous families have significantly more restrictive and less generous
TANF programs (Meyer & Floyd, 2020).

● The effects of this exclusion are reflected today in historically high wealth inequality
in the US.
○ According to the US Census Bureau, the Gini coefficient for the United States in

2016 was .481 (Creamer, 2020). The Gini coefficient is a number between 0 and 1
that demonstrates how unequally wealth is distributed in a country, with 0 being
perfectly equally distributed and 1 representing a completely unequal distribution. A
coefficient of .48 represents severe wealth inequality which, according to the Census
Bureau, grew over 20% from 1980 to 2016 (Creamer, 2020).

● White families, on average, have significantly more wealth than BIPOC families and
are considered to be “impoverished” at significantly lower levels.

19



○ The National Community Reinvestment Coalition found that, “As of 2019, the
median net worth for White households was $127,390, compared to $8,050 for
Black households and $16,610 for Latinx households. Additionally, 29.3% of
Black households had zero net worth, compared to 13.4% of White households”
(Ruiz & Kali, 2020).

○ According to a 2019 report from Prosperity Now, the rate of liquid asset poverty is
nearly twice as high for Black and Latinx households compared to white and Asian
households. Moreover, only 8.3% of non-Hispanic white children live in poverty,
while 24.9% of Black children and 21.8% of Hispanic children live in poverty (Ruiz
& Kali, 2020).

○ In 2019, the median household income of Black Americans was $45,438 compared
to $76,057 for non-Hispanic white Americans. Additionally, the poverty rate for
Black Americans was 18.8% in 2019, while the poverty rate for non-Hispanic white
Americans was only 7.3%. Hispanic Americans were also overrepresented among
those living in poverty, with a poverty rate of 15.7% (Creamer, 2020).

● BIPOC communities continue to be paid less than their white counterparts.
○ The Economic Policy Institute found that, “In 2017, 8.6 percent of white workers

were paid poverty wages—i.e., hourly wages that would leave them below the
federal poverty guideline for their family size if they are the sole earner in the
family, even if they work full-time, year-round. In contrast, 19.2 percent—nearly one
in five—Hispanic workers were paid poverty wages, and 14.3 percent—roughly one
in seven—black workers were paid poverty wages. Asian or Pacific Islander workers
also had higher poverty-wage rates than white workers, at 10.9 percent” (Cooper,
2018).

20



Figure 4. Share of workers earning poverty-level wages, by race/ethnicity, 1986-2017.
Source: Cooper, 2018.

● Women are considered to be “impoverished” at significantly higher rates than men.
○ The US Census reports that in 2018 10.6% of men and 12.9% of women lived in

poverty in the US. Additionally, according to the Economic Policy Institute,
nearly two thirds of people working for poverty wages in the US are women, and
BIPOC women are especially overrepresented in this population (Cooper, 2018).

● Single parents, especially single mothers, are at especially high risk of experiencing
poverty.

○ The poverty rate for married couples in 2018 was only 4.7% - but the
poverty rate for single-parent families with no wife present was 12.7%, and
for single-parent families with no husband present was 24.9% (Livingston,
2020).
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○ According to the Pew Research Center, “among solo parents, mothers are
almost twice as likely as fathers to be living below the poverty line (30% vs.
17%)” (Livingston, 2020).

Implications for FBS: Examining historical evidence demonstrates how public assistance
programs have previously excluded BIPOC families from eligibility. The legacy of this exclusion
is still present today, as national data reflects that wealth is unequally distributed between racial
and gender groups in the United States. These disparities underscore the importance of centering
equity in public assistance programs in order to mitigate the effect that pre-prescribed identities
have on wellbeing. The Flexible Benefit Set has the potential to address these gaps by carefully
monitoring disparate program outcomes and incorporating equity into the program design.

3. How do current public assistance programs impact inequity?

● Public assistance programs are currently less accessible to Black families.
○ Several studies demonstrate that, “when controlling for other explanations,

welfare benefits are lower in states that have higher percentages of [Black
people] on their welfare caseloads” (Johnson, 2001).

● Amongst families who receive government benefits, there are differences in amounts
received across racial lines.

○ A 2004 study found, “significant monetary differences in the dollar amounts
clients receive. Across all areas, the negative impact of racial discrimination was
most pronounced for [Black people] (actual probability of $798 versus a
predicted probability of $832, if treated as white). This difference is particularly
striking in Los Angeles, where Hispanics receive an average lump-sum payment
of about $602, compared with $1500 for white clients and $1092 for Black
clients (Mays, 2007).

● BIPOC families utilizing TANF are sanctioned at significantly higher rates than
white families using TANF.

○ Studies have found that Black and Hispanic families are much more likely to
be sanctioned for “compliance reasons” than are whites (Mays, 2007).

○ A study produced by the University of Wisconsin found that “for all three years,
that Black welfare clients were sanctioned at a higher rate than whites. In
2001, black clients were sanctioned at 15 percent of their grants, while white
participants were sanctioned 7 percent. In 2002 and 2003, Black clients were
sanctioned 11 percent of their grants, which also exceeds the sanction rates for
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whites during that time period (7 percent in 2002 and 6 percent in 2003). The
sanction rate for Hispanic clients was 11 percent in 2001 and 10 percent in 2003.
The rates for whites were 7 percent in 2001 and 6 percent in 2003. In 2002, the
difference was somewhat smaller (9 percent for Hispanics, compared with 7
percent for whites” (Schram, 2005).

Implications for FBS: These data, combined with how much less wealth BIPOC families have
on average than white families, demonstrates that our communities of color are suffering, and
that racial gaps in public assistance programs are exacerbating inequity. It is imperative that the
existing public assistance system be intentionally replaced with one that holds equity as a central
tenant in order to begin mitigating systemic disparities in public benefit receipt. Though
improvements have certainly been made since the inception of public assistance in the United
States, the public benefit system as it currently exists does not prioritize equity or acknowledge
the broader context of families’ different starting points in a meaningful way. In fact, the research
above highlights the ways that the current system perpetuates wealth gaps and white supremacy.
It is for this reason that Dakota County must rework their benefit system and adopt one that
centers equity, as the FBS will.
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3.3 Flexibility and Trusting Families
Current public assistance programs dictate how benefits can be spent: this much can be used for
housing, this much for food and toiletries, this much for child care, etc.. The Flexible Benefit Set,
on the other hand, proposes an unrestricted cash allowance, meaning families will receive a lump
sum and decide for themselves how to spend this money. In other words, the program trusts
families to be the experts of their own experiences and needs. Research on unrestricted cash
transfers in the United States is limited at this time, although a recent increase in interest in
unrestricted cash transfers and Universal Basic Income has led to a surge in pilot programs
across the country.1 The limited evidence on unrestricted cash transfers in the United States,
outlined below, demonstrates that unrestricted funds have been shown to improve recipients’
health, wellbeing, and financial stability. Moreover, studies do not support the commonly held
fears that flexible programs lead to misuse of funds or long-term reliance on public assistance.

1. How does flexibility in public assistance programs impact benefit recipients?

● Unrestricted cash transfers have been found to decrease poverty, increase
employment, decrease depression and anxiety, and improve overall health among
recipients.

○ The city of Stockton, CA launched a pilot of an unrestricted cash transfer program
in 2019. In this pilot, 125 residents living in a neighborhood with a median
income below $46,033 were randomly selected to receive $500 per month for two
years. At the end of the study’s first year, full-time employment had increased by
12 percentage points (28% to 40%) among study participants. Additionally,
participants experienced statistically significant improvements in self-reported
mental health (West et al., 2021).

○ A study of the impact of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which provides
unrestricted funds to low to moderate-income families in the United States, on
maternal health found that mothers in families that received larger EITC payments
experienced better self-reported health, fewer days with self-reported poor mental
health, and lower levels of multiple biomarkers associated with negative health
outcomes, such as blood pressure and markers of inflammation (Evans &
Garthwaite, 2014).

○ The Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend, an unrestricted cash transfer paid annually
to Alaska residents, has been found to decrease the rate of poverty among the
Alaska Native population, particularly seniors (Berman, 2018).

1 For example, 43 cities (including Saint Paul, MN) are currently holding or planning pilots of guaranteed income
programs through the Mayors for a Guaranteed Income initiative.
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● Recipients of unrestricted cash transfers tend to use these funds to afford
necessities.
○ In the Stockton pilot study, 37% of funds were used to purchase food; 22% to

purchase homegoods, clothes and shoes; 10% to cover auto costs; and 11% to
cover utilities (West et al., 2021). Less than 1% of the money was spent on
tobacco or alcohol, which counters the mainstream narrative that without
restrictions, families will spend their public assistance dollars on substances (West
et al., 2021).

Figure 5. Findings from the Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration.
Source: StocktonDemonstration.org

○ Another study of the EITC found, “For every one dollar in EITC funds a
household receives, that family gives back $1.50 to $2.00 in local economic
activity. People who receive the EITC spend the majority of it on necessities such
as rent or medication, helping families become economically secure. EITC allows
low-income households to cover large expenses, with 95% of households using
some of the payments to make major car repairs or pay down debts” (Denney,
2021).

○ In a study examining an unrestricted cash transfer program in Puerto Rico,
researchers found that “recipients were able to spend the funds in ways that
uniquely met their needs, including things like paying bills, buying furniture or
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receiving healthcare. The cash provided them the kind of flexibility in the face of
a disaster that wealthier people with access to a lot of disposable income enjoy”
(GiveDirectly, 2018).

● Participants in TANF programs with more flexible asset restrictions do not stay in
the program longer and are more likely to become financially stable.

○ While policymakers are often concerned that raising or eliminating asset limits for
public assistance programs will encourage longer term reliance on welfare, the
literature does not support this conclusion. Higher or absent asset limits in TANF
programs are not associated with longer duration (37+ months) of participation in
TANF (Hamilton, Wingrove, & Woodford, 2019). In fact, participants in TANF
programs with more lenient asset requirements are more likely to achieve
financial independence in the long term (Hamilton, 2016). Moreover, participants
in TANF programs with higher asset limits are more likely to accumulate
financial resources while participating in the program and to open bank accounts
(Nam, 2008).

Implications for FBS: Studies of unrestricted cash transfer programs in the United States, while
few and far between, suggest that providing low to moderate-income families with unrestricted
funds can improve financial stability and overall well being. Moreover, research suggests that,
even when funds are unrestricted, recipients still primarily spend them on necessities. Research
also does not support the assumption that relaxing restrictions in public assistance programs will
lead to reliance on public benefits--in fact, the opposite appears to be true, as flexibility allows
families to cover necessary expenses and also accumulate savings while receiving public
assistance. Together, these studies suggest that the flexibility inherent to the FBS could greatly
benefit program participants without increasing participants’ duration in a public assistance
program or encouraging misuse of public funds.
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3.4 Getting Families to a Living Wage
A survey of the available literature using the search terms “living wage” and “public assistance”
did not return any results directly addressing Dakota County’s plan to provide benefits to
families until they are earning a living wage. The absence of literature explicitly exploring this
idea reflects that it is an innovative and ambitious goal that has not been tried in existing public
assistance programs. Given the lack of direct study of this principle of the FBS, we expanded our
search of literature regarding this topic to studies investigating the impact of cut-offs in existing
programs on recipients’ economic stability over time. Additionally, we included a survey of
literature on the concept of a living wage and its relationship to economic stability. Findings
from these two bodies of literature are outlined in the sections below.

1. How do cut-offs in public assistance programs impact benefit recipients?

This research question, and the literature seeking to answer it, investigates an important aspect of
existing public assistance programs: the cut-offs, both in time and financially, for receiving
benefits. The studies included in the following overview of the literature provide evidence
regarding how this aspect of existing public assistance programs, particularly TANF, impacts
benefit recipients’ financial stability. Moreover, they speak to how this aspect of existing
programs hinder their ability to serve as effective anti-poverty measures.

● After leaving the TANF program, the majority of TANF recipients do not secure
stable work. In a Georgia study of TANF leavers, only 34% worked in all four quarters
of the year following their exit from the program (Bourdeaux & Pandey, 2017). Similarly,
only 28% of TANF leavers in Maryland worked in all four quarters of the years following
their exit (McColl & Passarella, 2019). In Vermont, the steady employment rate was a bit
higher, at 53% (Black-Plumeau & McIntyre, 2019). An older longitudinal study of MFIP
recipients in Minnesota found that only 29% of MFIP leavers were employed full-time
five years after exiting the program (Minnesota Department of Human Services, 2008).

● Many TANF recipients do not earn an income above the federal poverty line after
exiting the program. In Georgia, only 9% of TANF leavers earned enough to keep their
families above the poverty line in the year after leaving the program, and the average
TANF leaver in 2014 earned only $10,890, or 54% of the poverty line for a family of
three (Bourdeaux & Pandey, 2017). Four years after leaving TANF, 79% of TANF
recipients in Kansas remained below the federal poverty line, with 62% earning below
50% of the poverty line (Mitchell, Pavetti, & Huang, 2017). TANF leavers in Vermont,
who had higher earnings than those in most statewide studies, had median earnings of
$15,120, or 73% of the federal poverty line for a family of three (Black-Plumeau &
McIntyre, 2019). A 2008 Minnesota study found that 41% of MFIP recipients earned an
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income below the poverty line five years after leaving MFIP (Minnesota Department of
Human Services, 2008).

● Many TANF recipients experience homelessness and food insecurity after exiting the
program. In Georgia, 42% of TANF leavers reported experiencing food insecurity and
25% reported experiencing homelessness after leaving the program (Brooks, Chaney, &
Mack, 2018). In Washington state, a study of TANF leavers found that 16% were
homeless 36 months after leaving the program (Safawi & Pavetti, 2020).

● TANF time limits hurt recipients’ long-term financial stability. TANF recipients who
left the program due to time limit restrictions or sanctions have worse economic
outcomes than people who left the program because they no longer met eligibility
requirements (i.e., they earned too much) (Safawi & Pavetti, 2020). In Kansas, 47% of
people who left TANF because of time limit requirements were employed one year after
leaving, compared to 55% of overall leavers (Mitchelle, Pavetti, & Huang, 2017). In
Maine, a five-year study found that 36% of people who exited TANF due to a newly
instated time limit in 2012 had no earnings throughout the study period (Mitchell, 2017).
Additionally, a comparison of people who left TANF and those who left AFDC in the
1990s found that those leaving TANF had lower employment rates and earnings. The
study authors posited that this could be due to the time limits imposed in TANF (Ozawa
& Yoon, 2005).

Implications for the FBS: There is clear evidence that the cut-offs for receiving public
assistance under existing programs harm families. Since people stop receiving assistance even
when they are not financially stable, the majority of people who receive public assistance remain
in poverty after leaving the program. Thus, existing public assistance programs are not effective
anti-poverty measures. While the literature does not speak directly to the FBS’s aim of extending
the duration of benefits until recipients are earning a living wage, it does suggest that allowing
recipients to receive benefits until they are more financially stable could have positive impacts
on recipients’ long-term well being. This research, combined with the literature around asset
limits in TANF (outlined in the Flexibility and Trusting Families section above), suggests that
allowing recipients to remain in a public assistance program while accumulating more financial
resources could increase their chances of being financially stable in the long term.

2. What are the potential benefits and drawbacks of extending benefits until families are
earning a living wage?

This research question explores the use of a living wage specifically as a benchmark for
economic self sufficiency. The literature surveyed below discusses the concept of a living wage,
its efficacy as a measure of economic well being, and the challenges of integrating it into policy.
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● The living wage is a better measure of economic self sufficiency than the federal
poverty line. The federal poverty line, which is often used to determine eligibility for
public assistance, has long been a controversial measure, as many believe that it
undercounts the number of people unable to afford basic necessities. Many public
assistance programs use a multiple of the poverty line to determine eligibility, suggesting
that the poverty line is in fact an underestimate of economic self sufficiency (Rossi &
Curtis, 2013). This is also supported by research into the level of wages necessary to
alleviate material hardship, defined as the inability to afford necessities such as food and
housing. A 2016 study using data from the New York City Longitudinal Study of
Well-being found that material hardship remained constant at wage levels below $15 per
hour, a level higher than both the federal minimum wage and the federal poverty line for
families of four or fewer people (Collyer, 2020; ASPE, 2021).

● The concept of a living wage is difficult to define, making it challenging to design
policies around it. A living wage is generally defined as an income that allows for more
than “mere subsistence;” that is, enough income to protect against unpredictable financial
shocks and to allow for participation in society (Parker et al., 2016). However, just as
with the poverty line currently used to determine eligibility for most public assistance
programs, there is disagreement about how to quantify a living wage. Although there are
living wage calculators2 that can provide estimates for a specific locality and family size,
the relative nature of a living wage and its dependence on location and place in time can
make it a difficult target to use in policy (Parker et al., 2016).

Implications for the FBS: Evidence about how much income is necessary to achieve economic
self-sufficiency suggests that a living wage, rather than the federal poverty line, could be a more
accurate measure of when benefit recipients are truly economically stable. This suggests that
extending the cut-off for public assistance to the level of a living wage could improve the
efficacy of public assistance programs as long-term poverty reduction measures. However, there
is also uncertainty about what exactly constitutes a living wage. Making the living wage an
integral part of the FBS could complicate its implementation.

2 For example, Dakota County has used the MIT Living Wage Calculator to determine the living wage level cited in
FBS informational materials.
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3.5 Eliminating Benefit Cliffs

Among the literature on benefit cliffs (less frequently referred to as “welfare cliffs”), there is an
overwhelming consensus that benefit cliffs and marginal tax rates present a major barrier to
families as they pursue economic self-sufficiency. The literature consistently recommends
strategies to smooth benefit cliffs, including raising exit thresholds for public benefits, making
benefit phase-outs more gradual as income increases, assessing the interplay between public
benefits programs and the income implications for families, and working with families to
anticipate cliffs as their income increases. Findings from the literature are outlined in the sections
below.

1. How do benefit cliffs impact people receiving public assistance?

A household faces a benefit cliff when an increase in income results in a loss of public benefits
that is greater than the increase in income. With certain programs, such as childcare benefits, the
loss can be substantial. Because different public benefit programs have different income
eligibility limits and phase out at different rates, benefit cliffs occur at different points as
household income increases. In addition, because public benefits interact to affect overall
income, it can be difficult for households to anticipate how an increase in wages affects their
eligibility for different programs (Purmort, 2010).

● Effective marginal tax rates, which account for the cliff effect, keep families in
poverty even as income increases. An analysis of more than 63,000 low-income U.S.
households by Chien and Macartney (2019) revealed that among households with
children, as earnings increase by $2,000, much of the income increase is effectively taxed
away, including via the loss of public benefits. Households with children are more likely
to experience this phenomenon. The model included TANF, SNAP, CCDF, housing
assistance, Medicaid/CHIP, federal income taxes and credits (including the EITC and
Child Tax Credit), state income taxes and credits, payroll taxes, Supplementary Security
Income (SSI), Women Infants and Children (WIC), Low Income heating and Energy
Assistance Program (LIHEAP), child support, and unemployment insurance. It revealed
that, “among households with children below 200 percent of poverty, the most common
combination of benefits is SNAP + EITC + Child Tax Credits (CTC) +
Medicaid/Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), and these three million
households experience a median marginal tax rate of 42 percent” (Chien & Macartney
2019). The red line in Figure 6 shows marginal tax rates faced by households with
children as their income increases by $2,000.
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Figure 6. Search terms used to identify literature related to each principle of the FBS. Source: Chien &
Macartney’s (2019) ASPE tabulation of microdata from the TRIM3 model, Current Population Survey,
ASEC 2015.

● The loss of child care benefits is the most drastic benefit cliff faced by households
with children (Altig et al., 2020; Kaz, 2015) (see Figure 7). Losing child care can have
major impacts on families and the economy. A Georgia study found that 1 in 5 parents
were terminated, had to quit a job or training program, or reduce their hours because of
losing childcare. Estimates suggest Georgia could be losing $1.75 billion annually in
economic activity due to loss of childcare (Goldberg et al., 2018). Universal child care
and early education programs would provide significant relief to families who face
benefit cliffs (Albeda & Carr, 2017).

Figure 7. Net family resources (resources minus expenses) of a 2-parent household earning $15 per hour
with 2 children, age 2 and 4. Source: Kaz, 2015.
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● Even though economic theory suggests that marginal tax rates and benefit cliffs
would discourage work among people who receive public benefits, that is not how
things play out in reality.

○ A regression model created by Gruber and Saez (2002) revealed that while
high-income households are highly responsive to changes in tax rates,
low-income households are not.

○ Meyer’s (2002) examination of how low-income households respond to the
phaseout of the Earned Income Tax Credit suggests that even as benefits diminish,
these households continue working.

○ One explanation for these findings is that households do not have a clear
understanding of how short-term or long-term actions affect short-term or
long-term earnings. For example, Liebman and Zeckhauser (2004) suggest that
complexity and incomplete or unclear information make it difficult for families to
estimate their earnings and tax liability. An examination of how households
respond to the Child Tax Credit and the food stamp cash-out experiment supports
their hypothesis.

○ An ethnographic study of 40 low-income households in Milwaukee revealed that
families are typically surprised to encounter benefit cliffs. Even social workers
were not able to predict each of the benefit cliffs a family might encounter. “The
[Marginal Tax Rates] arising from interacting programs are so complex that even
professional economists have trouble interpreting them” (Romich, 2006, p.
48-49).

○ Families typically don’t consider benefit cliffs as they make decisions about
accepting a job with higher wages. Other factors, such as ability to find child care,
are typically more important (Kaz, 2015). In the Milwaukee study, there were no
reports of participants declining wage increases or promotions over the 3-year
research period due to potential benefit reductions (Romich, 2006).

● Benefit cliffs impact the career advancement, economic mobility, and agency of
families, with long-term costs to families and the public. The complexities of public
benefit programs makes it difficult for families to plan ahead and exercise control over
their own life, income, and wellbeing (Romich, 2006). A case study modeling a
low-income mother advancing from a certified nursing assistant (CNA) to licensed
practical nurse (LPN) to registered nurse (RN) revealed that in the short term, advancing
along this career pathway reduces total income due to benefit losses. In the long term
however, the mother – and the public – would be much better off. The authors estimate
the public would save over $409,000 over the mother’s lifetime in benefit costs with a
benefit mix that includes childcare subsidies and housing vouchers. Even without
childcare and housing benefits, savings are still significant: $283,000 over the mother’s
lifetime (Altig et al., 2020).
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● Some states are taking action to address benefit cliffs. According to the National
Conference of State Legislatures (2019) the short-term policy solutions states have
pursued to date fall into three categories: “1) phasing out benefits slowly, extending
certification periods or using sliding fee scales, 2) raising eligibility limits or changing
exit/loss of eligibility standards to enable a longer stay on benefits while working, and 3)
providing monetary incentives for continued employment or allowing more earned
income to be retained.”

Implications for FBS: Policymakers drastically changed public benefit programs in the wake of
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996, implementing work
requirements, strict income limits for benefit eligibility, and benefit phaseouts with the goal of
incentivizing work among low-income people so that they might obtain economic
self-sufficiency (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1996). With these
requirements, benefit cliffs emerged, actually undermining families’ ability to attain economic
self-sufficiency. An increase in wages can mean a loss in overall income and cutting off access to
critical benefits such as childcare. A Flexible Benefit Set could address benefit cliffs by 1)
ensuring that families always benefit from increased wages; 2) ensuring families have access to
public benefits until the achieve economic self-sufficiency; and 3) creating a more simple benefit
program that allows families to plan ahead and understand how employment decisions may
impact public benefits.
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4. Conclusion
Our review of the literature reveals that there is substantial social science evidence supporting
the need for a program organized around the principles of the Flexible Benefit Set.

1) Years of social scientific research demonstrates that existing public assistance programs
have many weaknesses that prevent them from achieving long-term poverty
reduction and combating intergenerational poverty.

a) A significant portion of eligible families struggle to access public benefits due to
program complexity, errors in administration, stigma, and more.

b) Public benefits are not equitably distributed and exacerbate existing wealth gaps
between historically privileged (for example, people who are white, able-bodied,
neurotypical, cisgender, and/or heterosexual) and historically underprivileged
groups (for example, people who are Black, disabled, neurodiverse, transgender,
and/or queer).

c) Public benefits can undermine families’ agency and self-determination.
Prescriptive requirements around the use of public benefits can prevent families
from using that income to meet their most pressing needs. In addition, benefit
cliffs can mean that an increase in wages could lead to decreased income,
obstructing families’ ability to get ahead.

d) While public benefits deliver critically-needed support to families, income and
asset cut-offs in public benefits hinder families in reaching economic
self-sufficiency, including by preventing them from saving income for potential
emergencies or making investments in education or housing.

2) The Flexible Benefit Set, an evidenced-based program with an intentional focus on
addressing key weaknesses of current systems, has the potential to improve upon many
of the shortcomings of existing public assistance programs, creating a public benefits
program that’s more likely to effectively lift families out of poverty and address
intergenerational poverty. The Flexible Benefit Set could do this by:

a) Increasing accessibility and comprehensibility of public benefits by simplifying
and centralizing their delivery;

b) Incorporating an equity analysis into program design;
c) Trusting families to know how their income should be spent to meet their most

pressing needs;
d) Supporting long-term economic stability by extending benefit cut-offs to a level

where families can afford necessities and ensuring public benefits provide support
as wages increase to the point of economic stability.
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Making the case for a Flexible Benefit Set
The literature cited in this report provides a robust evidence base to support the need for the FBS
and identify ways in which it can improve upon the existing public assistance system. Based on
our experience conducting this analysis, we arrived at a few recommendations for how the P2PW
team can effectively present the information in this report to potential funders and other
stakeholders.

1. Start with values. Prime your audience to agree with your message by laying out values
with which they can connect, such as “human potential” and “access to opportunity” (see
example talking points below). Explain what the FBS is intended to achieve.

2. Explain that the current system isn’t working. Since the FBS has not yet been tested
and the program design differs from that of other unrestricted cash transfer programs that
have been studied (e.g., see Hendriks & Sir, 2021), it is impossible to know what
outcomes the FBS will achieve. However, as the evidence presented in this report
demonstrates, the weaknesses of the existing system are abundantly clear, and the FBS
has been intentionally designed to address these shortcomings. When pitching the FBS,
highlight the problems in the existing system to demonstrate why public assistance
reform is needed and how the design of the FBS directly responds to this need.

3. Consider rephrasing the organizing principles of the FBS. When presenting our
analysis to classmates and instructors, we found that, without extensive context, it was
difficult for outsiders to grasp the meaning of the FBS principles. Additionally, while
conducting our analysis we frequently found it challenging to differentiate between and
clearly articulate the meaning of some of the principles. Rather than using these
principles to organize a case for the FBS, the P2PW team may want to rephrase the
principles in terms of what the FBS hopes to achieve. For example, instead of listing
“Accessibility” as an organizing principle of the program, the team could rephrase this
organizing principle using language such as, “Eliminating barriers to accessing public
assistance.” This phrasing shifts the focus to what the FBS hopes to achieve regarding
accessibility and makes it clear how this principle differs from one surrounding equity.

4. Avoid politically-charged terminology when possible. In this report, we strived to
avoid research on Universal Basic Income (UBI), since this is a politically fraught
concept that differs from the design of the FBS in significant ways (see Hendriks & Sir,
2021 for details on how the FBS differs from UBI). On the other hand, we were not able
to avoid a separate politically-charged concept: the living wage, which is currently part of
one of the key principles of the FBS design. While the term “living wage” is not
connected to the living wage movement in the context of the FBS, most of the literature
on the living wage is closely related to living wage ordinances and the movement that
arose in the U.S. in the early 2000s. The living wage movement is highly political, with
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liberal politicians and organized labor groups generally supporting the movement and
more conservative politicians and business groups opposing it (see Bernstein, 2004 for an
overview of the living wage debate). Since the living wage itself is not integral to the
FBS’s overall goal of extending benefit cut-offs, we recommend rephrasing this principle
to avoid using this political terminology.

Talking points to pitch the FBS
Every person in our communities should have access to opportunity and the tools they need
to reach their full potential -- regardless of age, race, ability, or gender. That’s how we create
vibrant communities where everyone contributes.

Like building a home, we invest our collective resources to make sure every family in our
community has the support they need to weather all kinds of storms. At Dakota County, we
recognize that for each of us to reach our full potential, we need tools to build social, mental,
financial, and physical wellbeing. That’s why we connect families to employment, housing,
mental health services, and more.

However, the structures we have right now to support families need updating.

Families who are eligible for support through our programs are getting left out. For
example, in 2019, only 47 percent of eligible families received cash benefits from TANF (CBPP,
2020). Obtaining and maintaining benefits requires a substantial investment of time and
resources that many families don’t have, and often requires an understanding of the English
language and knowledge of the benefits landscape.

Benefit program rules and structures favor some families over others -- now and
historically -- widening racial disparities that hurt all of us. That BIPOC families have been
excluded from social services is reflected in today’s wealth gaps, and current structures
exacerbate these gaps. For example, TANF is currently less accessible to BIPOC families, and
BIPOC families are sanctioned at significantly higher rates than white families, jeopardizing
their eligibility (Schram, 2005).

Sometimes, program rules prevent families from meeting their most pressing needs. More
flexible funding and program rules can help families pay for necessities and achieve financial
independence. For example, higher asset limits in TANF, for example, have been found to
increase families’ likelihood of achieving financial independence and opening savings accounts
(Hamilton 2016).

Benefit cut-offs can be too low to support families in reaching economic self-sufficiency.
Research shows that when families leave TANF, most do not secure a stable job or earn an
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income above the federal poverty wage. Additionally, many families experience a relapse in
homelessness and food insecurity once leaving the program, demonstrating that the program as it
currently stands does not empower families for long-term self-sufficiency.

Sometimes program rules set families back by reeling in supports too soon. For example, an
increase in wages can result in a loss of childcare benefits, which can have major impacts on
families and the economy. A Georgia study found that 1 in 5 parents were terminated, had to quit
a job or training program, or reduce their hours because of losing childcare. Estimates suggest
Georgia could be losing $1.75 billion annually in economic activity due to loss of childcare
(Goldberg et al., 2018).

The Flexible Benefit Set is an evidence-based restructuring of the way we support families
in our community to reach their full potential.

FBS is built around the principles of community and human potential, effectiveness, and equity.

Community and human potential: Every person should be able to participate fully in our
community and have access to opportunities. Wellbeing is multidimensional and includes
financial, physical, mental, and social health. That’s why the FBS is paired with our Pathways to
Prosperity and Wellbeing practice model, which provides comprehensive support to families to
support them as they build wellbeing and self-sufficiency in a variety of areas.

Effectiveness: The programs in which we invest our collective resources should be effective.
When it comes to public benefit programs, we want to use our resources and know-how to
interrupt cycles of poverty -- not just lessen the impacts of poverty. That’s why FBS offers
enough financial support and flexibility to ensure families can meet their most pressing needs
and reach economic self-sufficiency.

A key aspect of effectiveness is ensuring that families intended to benefit from a program can
access that program. Structured as a single benefit, the FBS is simple to navigate, breaking down
current accessibility barriers and administrative challenges.

Equity: Because the goal of public benefit programs is to ensure families have access to
opportunity and reaching their full potential, public benefit programs should minimize and
mitigate disparities -- not exacerbate them. Every person -- regardless of race, gender, or ability
-- should have access to opportunity. That’s why the Flexible Benefit Set considers historical and
structural barriers that have privileged white families over BIPOC families.
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Glossary
Administrative exclusion: Administrative exclusion is defined as “nonparticipation [in public
benefits programs] attributable to organizational factors rather than claimant preferences or
eligibility status” (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010).

Benefit cliffs: People face benefit cliffs when an increase in income leads to a reduction in
public benefits. However, the income increase is still not enough for the person to sustain
themselves.

BIPOC: Black, Indigenous, and People of Color

Coverage gap: A household qualifies for public benefits; however, there are not enough public
resources invested in a program to ensure families who are eligible and need it can access the
benefit. A common example is Housing Choice Vouchers (Bingulac, Carey, & Crandall, 2017).

Cash transfer: A direct payment, often from a government, to an individual or family. Cash
transfers can be unconditional or conditional and unrestricted or restricted. The FBS is an
example of a conditional unrestricted cash transfer, meaning that recipients must meet eligibility
requirements, but the funds they receive are not restricted to a specific use (Hendriks & Sir,
2021).

Effective marginal tax rate: Researchers use this term to describe the effect of increasing
earnings on total income. An effective marginal tax rate encompasses income tax, payroll tax,
and a reduction in government benefits due to increased earnings. When the marginal tax rate
exceeds 100 percent, families encounter benefit cliffs, meaning increased earnings reduce overall
income (Chien & Macartney, 2019). Cauthen (2006) uses the following example: “If three
benefits each phase out at a rate of $.30 for each $1 of earnings, the cumulative effect could be
that an additional dollar of earnings results in a loss of $.90 in benefits, leaving only a $.10 gain.
This is the equivalent of a 90 percent ‘marginal tax rate.’”

Eligibility gap: A household can’t meet their needs on their current income, but their income is
too high to meet eligibility requirements for public benefit programs (Bingulac, Carey, &
Crandall, 2017).

Hardship gap: A household still cannot meet their needs even with public benefits and wages
(Bingulac, Carey, & Crandall, 2017).

Human-centered Design: An approach to social services design that focuses on the experiences
and needs of the system’s users, such as participants in social services programs, their families,
and program staff (Administration for Children & Families, 2019).
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Living wage: A living wage is a wage level that allows someone to have enough income to
protect against unpredictable financial shocks and to allow for participation in society beyond
“mere subsistence” (Parker et al., 2016).

MFIP: The Minnesota Family Investment Program is the Minnesota state TANF program for
parents with children and pregnant people who satisfy the state’s income and asset requirements.
It is time-limited; most families are eligible for a maximum of 60 months (Minnesota
Department of Human Services, 2018).

MN legal poverty line: The poverty threshold varies by the number of individuals in the
household. For Minnesota, the poverty line for 4 people is $26,200 annually.

Negative marginal tax rate: Benefit dollars actually increase following an earnings increase
(Chien & Macartney, 2019).

P2PW: The Pathways to Prosperity and Well-Being program is a pilot program operating in
Dakota County and Olmsted County. This program incorporates principles of human-centered
human services design to improve the existing benefits systems in the County.

P2PW Flexible Benefit Set: Cash benefit with one set of eligibility rules, applications, intake,
and administering agency. Clients have flexibility on how to spend the money and receive
training/planning and support regarding Social Determinants of Health. They also receive cash
incentives to save and complete education or vocational training credits.

Street-level Bureaucracy Theory: a sociological theory that emphasizes the impact that
frontline public service employees have on shaping the implementation of public policy and how
that policy is experienced by the public (Lipsky, 2010).

TANF: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families is a U.S. federal program that provides block
grants to states to provide assistance to families who meet income and asset requirements. States
determine their own eligibility requirements and program design within the overarching goals of
the federal TANF program (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2012).

TANF-to-poverty ratio: The ratio of people receiving TANF assistance to the number of
families below the poverty line. In 2019, only 23 families received TANF assistance for every
100 families in poverty in the US. The TANF-to-poverty ratio varies widely by state. In
Minnesota, the 2019 TANF-to-poverty ratio was 46 families receiving TANF assistance for every
100 families in poverty (CBPP, 2020).

Unrestricted benefits: Assistance that recipients can spend how and on what they would like; in
other words, the benefits are not restricted to a specific use (Hendriks & Sir, 2021).
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