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Summary

This study describes the experiences and perceptions of American Indian, African
American, Hmong, and Somali participants in Minnesota’s welfare program. The study
was undertaken to learn more about why members of these four populations were
significantly less likely, on average, to be employed or off welfare than the average
Minnesota welfare participant. Using focus group methods, the study sought in-depth
information from participants themselves about their experiences with welfare and with
employment to better understand the issues affecting their outcomes.

Methods

Wilder Research Center held discussions with 191 current or recent welfare recipients in
40 focus groups across the state of Minnesota during May, June, and July 2002. The
Minnesota Department of Human Services, a partner in this investigation, provided
access to administrative records which allowed researchers to identify potential focus
group participants based on cultural group and their participation in MFIP. Recruitment
was done by mail and telephone, and participation incentives in the form of gift
certificates were offered to all participants.

The focus groups were culturally specific and led by facilitators of the same cultural
group as the participants. Hmong and Somali groups were conducted in the participants’
own language. Within each of the four cultural groups, participants were invited to
different discussion groups based on their recent work and welfare status (off welfare, on
welfare and working, or on welfare and not working). Most groups were with women
only; one group within each cultural group was with men only. The following table
shows the distribution of focus groups by cultural population and location.

Focus group participation, by location and cultural population

Cultural Total number  Total number
population Metro groups Non-metro groups of groups of participants
American Indian 4 Minneapolis 3 Leech Lake Reservation 12 51

3 Duluth 2 Red Lake Reservation
African American 4 Minneapolis 2 Duluth 11 41

3 St. Paul 2 Rochester
Hmong 3 Minneapolis 1 Winona 8 57

4 St. Paul
Somali 4 Minneapolis 2 Rochester 9 42

3 St. Paul
Total 28 groups 12 groups 40 191
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Benefits of this method

In contrast to survey research, focus groups seek to answer more open-ended questions
about how various people experience and respond to programs and services. They are a
good way to explore the diversity of experiences (rather than the most typical or common
experiences) and to give voice to stakeholders. Focus groups generate in-depth
information with details that are meaningful to participants and help to minimize the bias
imposed when researchers predefine the questions and response options. Individual
responses in focus groups are often augmented by the exchange of ideas among
participants, in which it is often possible to learn not only the participants’ experiences
and opinions but also the reasons for their views.

Limitations of this method

As with surveys and any other self-report method, it is difficult or impossible to verify
specific information provided by each respondent. Experiences reported by participants
cannot be directly compared to those of other groups or with the perspective of the
person’s welfare case worker, employer, or others who know them well. Second, since
the populations included in this study were those with the lowest success rates, including
a deliberate overrepresentation of those who were not doing as well as others, the
findings cannot be fully generalized to Minnesota’s current MFIP caseload. This is
especially true for Somali participants, where more recent immigrants may be more
predominantly from rural areas in Somalia, less literate in their own language, and may
have spent longer in refugee camps than the Somalis in this study. In addition, recipients
who were exempt from work requirements were excluded from this sample. These
factors make the sample less than fully representative of the total current MFIP caseload.

Key findings

Many of the experiences described by these participants could easily have happened to a
welfare recipient from any cultural group. Previous research indicates that many White
and Hispanic welfare recipients face some of the same difficulties, while other studies
show that many American Indian, African American, Hmong, and Somali welfare
recipients are successfully launched on a path to self-sufficiency. However, this study
provides many examples of ways in which members of these cultural groups face
different obstacles that affect their ability to get and keep jobs and exit welfare, which
can shed light on the lower success rates documented for these populations in Minnesota.

It is clear from the focus group responses that many within these cultural groups, rather
than needing welfare help to respond to a temporary crisis or setback, have entered from
a lifetime of instability and inadequate preparation for paid employment. As a result, a
large proportion report that they lack one or more of the skills usually needed for even
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entry level work, including basic reading and math skills, familiarity with the
expectations and norms of the workplace, and (for the two immigrant groups) the ability
to speak and understand English.

Participants’ overall perceptions of the Minnesota Family Investment
Program

Most participants in the focus groups accept the basic premise of welfare as a social
contract, under which MFIP provides the help they need to become self-sufficient, while
they comply with its rules and reporting requirements and work to become self-
supporting. However, many participants find that MFIP in its actual operation is
demeaning or even hostile rather than supportive. Some feel the system deliberately
hides rules and benefits, and is designed to discourage true independence.

Discussions indicate that for many participants, the relationship they establish with an
individual job counselor plays a significant role. It shapes their attitude toward MFIP, the
amount of effort they invest in cooperating with its expectations, their perception of its
fairness, and, for some, their success in meeting MFIP’s goals of employment and exit.
Where the job counselor relationship was positive, participants gave glowing
testimonials. Across all cultural groups, participants cite as helpful those job counselors
who encourage them, show they care, and are easy to talk to, and those who help them
look for and get jobs, or help them learn how to do so. Less often encountered, but even
more frequently wished for, are job counselors who understand the participant’s life
experience and background. Also important across all four cultural groups is having a
worker who explains the system and its rules and benefits, gives options, and includes the
participant in decisions instead of dictating.

My worker is a nice lady. She does what she can to help you get a job, tells you
what you have to report to her, and she tells me what to do. She’s bossy. She
called me twice a month about getting a job. ... She wrote a letter to me, asking
what I needed for my last six months. It’s been a great experience. — African
American participant

I think my job counselor does difficult work and my worker makes a difference
for me. — Hmong participant

The difference that most commonly separates positive experiences from the more
numerous negative experiences is the participants’ perception of whether the worker is on
their side; that is, whether the worker sees their job as helping the participant more than
controlling him or her. The Employment Services Manual makes clear that the state
expects job counselors to perform both of these functions; the focus group results
suggests that there is a wide range in how job counselors balance the two roles. Through
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participants’ eyes, the evidence suggests that the workers are under more pressure to be
diligent on the monitoring than on the supporting role.

Problems described by participants include rude and demeaning treatment; requiring face
to face meetings at times or locations that impose burdens on participants; being nearly
impossible to reach by phone; frequent turnover in workers, undermining the potential for
trust or familiarity; paperwork that is lost, processed late, or processed incorrectly, with
the penalty being borne by the participant; and decisions about work supports that appear
arbitrary or excessively controlling.

Culture-specific issues

Many American Indian and African American participants appear to put more trust in
information about MFIP that they hear from fellow recipients than they do in information
given through official sources. From some examples in the group discussions where
facilitators, advisors, or researchers have relevant knowledge, it is evident that the
information shared among recipients may often be incomplete or misleading. However, on
other occasions it is of great value, such as when a participant learned at the focus group
that gas vouchers might be provided to help with the cost of driving to interviews or work.

Hmong advisors for the study have pointed out that in Hmong culture it is felt that in case
of a conflict or misunderstanding, it is better not to confront it directly and risk making it
worse. Instead, one would approach a third party who could discuss it informally and try
to identify a resolution that would not cause either party to feel that they had been put in
the wrong. According to advisors, Hmong recipients would also tend not to ask a job
counselor (or employer) to repeat or clarify an instruction or piece of information, because
that would rudely imply poor communication on the part of the speaker. Instead, they
would wait and hope to figure it out from observation.

In American Indian groups, the facilitators were not surprised to find that participants
were slow to share their personal experiences and opinions even with other American
Indians whom they did not already know, and in a relatively low-risk setting where
confidentiality was guaranteed. There were suggestions from a few of the participants, in
the ways they described their interactions with job counselors, that many of them would
not readily share with their workers the kind of personal information that MFIP routinely
expects and requires.

Among Somali participants as among the Hmong, the greatest culture-related barrier was
the language difference. Also of importance were some of the practices of their Muslim

faith of which many employers and MFIP workers are unaware, and which may lead job

counselors to recommend unsuitable work environments. Somali participants, compared
to members of other populations, tend to describe their relationship with MFIP
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employment services in a business-like manner, stressing the uneven implementation of
the “social contract.” From their perspective, MFIP emphasizes the responsibilities of
recipients unduly while neglecting to uphold the government’s responsibility to provide
the necessary work supports to help recipients progress toward self-sufficiency.

Discussion among African American groups emphasized the importance of hiring more
welfare workers of the same cultural background as the clients. The U.S.-born participants
had different perspectives on this than the immigrant groups. In groups where the topic
came up, the majority of African American and American Indian participants reported
wanting someone of their own race in the MFIP offices. African American participants
also stated that it would be better if MFIP workers were former welfare recipients, because
they felt just as out of place trying to deal with the middle class, college-educated African
American MFIP workers as they did with White MFIP workers.

Focus group results also show that program complexity is a barrier for many participants
as they attempt to negotiate the welfare system. Since many of these participants appear
to have difficulty comprehending complicated information, it is understandable that a
worker would try to avoid confusion by presenting only a limited amount of information
at one time. However, the practice of introducing information a bit at a time appears to
have led some participants to feel that the system deliberately puts new hurdles in their
path, just when they think they have accomplished what was expected of them.

Comments from study advisors suggest that job counselors’ current workloads make it
unrealistic to expect a more comprehensive presentation of rules and process, or more
thorough coverage of the first orientation topics. Recognizing the difficulties caused in
the early years of MFIP by large caseloads, in 2000 Minnesota Legislature increased
employment services funding by 33 percent, mainly to reduce caseload size. After a
slight reduction in funding in 2002, the average caseload for a job counselor at the time
of this study is between 80 and 100 participants. Job counselors who served on the
advisory committee for this study estimate that between two-thirds and three-quarters of a
job counselor’s time is spent processing the required paperwork, leaving approximately
45 minutes of direct service time per month, per participant.

While some participants recognize that the MFIP workers are overworked, and are
themselves under pressure from their supervisors and the requirements of the overall
welfare system, many also perceive a system that holds them to the letter of every
obligation, under threat of sanction, while often failing to live up to its own side of the
deal. They perceive these systematic failings in three main kinds of ways: excessive
paperwork demands; inaccessibility of workers to provide information and answer
questions; inconsistency in information about rules and supports; and consequently,
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evidence that the system must be intended to hide benefits and protections from
participants.

If you don’t know what’s available // they won’t tell you // they’re not going to
just volunteer to tell you [all agree]. // They won’t volunteer any information.
-- African American participants

In addition to barriers related to the welfare system itself, participants also reported other
factors that had a significant effect on their success including discrimination, availability
of child support, housing, and access to transportation.

Finally, the basic definition of nuclear family which forms the basis for MFIP’s
distribution of support and benefits is not shared across these cultural groups.
Participants find they are penalized for offering or accepting help outside the nuclear
family. Nonetheless, the experience of participants emphasized the importance of
extended family and the importance of sharing financial resources with them.

How do participants view the expectation of work under the new
welfare rules?

Most participants in the focus groups expect and want to work. However, many have
been frustrated and discouraged by their experiences trying to get and keep jobs. As a
result, they report that MFIP fails to recognize and deal with the ways in which: a)
participants are not ready for the available entry level work, and b) the entry level labor
market is not ready for willing participants.

Across all groups, the vast majority of participants agree with MFIP that most people
should be expected to work. Many of the participants’ comments provided examples of
the intrinsic as well as the extrinsic values that are seen in work, as well as evidence of
successful and satisfying work experiences.

I think everyone should be working, no one should be on welfare. // I feel better
when I’m not on welfare. — American Indian participant

If you’re able, you should work. — African American participant

Yes, everyone has to get a job. ... In my opinion, it does not matter where we are
or live, we still have to work to survive. — Hmong participant

I love my job and working is good. I want to work and show my kids I work and

be a good role model. — Somali participant

On the other hand, participants tend to add that there should be exceptions to the work
expectation, particularly with regard to age, disability, the need to attend to the illness or
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disability of family members, or inadequate preparation for work. Although policy
currently provides for such exceptions, the way participants discuss these difficulties
suggests that they do not see the welfare system adequately recognizing valid exceptions.

Many participants said that they, or people they knew, were expected to find a job
without having the knowledge and skills for an effective job search. Not only immigrants
but also U.S.-born participants with no prior work experience reported needing help to
know how to fill out a job application or what to expect at an interview and how to
present themselves. Many reported that their job counselor had made no effort to find out
whether they needed this kind of help but just told them to get a job.

Participants described a wide variety of ways in which some people in their populations
are not able to work or cannot find jobs that are compatible with their care-giving
obligations, or are not prepared for the kinds of jobs on which they could support
themselves without welfare within the 60-month time limit. Barriers include lack of
work experience, lack of English language skills, lack of basic skills including reading,
writing and math, and other personal barriers like mental illness, learning deficits,
domestic violence, and chemical dependency.

It’s fair [to be expected to work] but we don’t even know ABC, or where to drive
to, and MFIP doesn’t understand our frustration. It’s not like we’re lazy and
don’t want to work. We never ever have seen any alphabets in our country. ... |
think it is fair for young people but it is not fair for old people who are not
educated. — Hmong participant

Participants in some discussions indicated that many members of the populations who
have been in the United States for many generations have become accustomed to the old
welfare system, and that a few of these do not particularly care to change their ways.
These attitudes, however, were not particularly supported by other participants in the
groups and most indicated that the new welfare policies have made them more likely to
work, even if it was hard to take the first step.

Some African American and American Indian participants reported that a change in
program rules from AFDC to MFIP affected many who were on welfare as children.
They reported that they had learned, and needed to overcome, generationally transmitted
patterns of dependency and expectations of support. All of their previous experiences
with the welfare system were challenged when AFDC ended and MFIP began.

When you grow up, when your parents grow up on welfare, and then you do, you
don’t take education seriously. And you will need it, to get a good job out there
and support your family. — American Indian participant
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Nearly all participants who compared the new welfare policies to the old AFDC policies
felt that the change to a work-based system was a good one, provided it recognized the
difficulty that long-term recipients faced in making the change. Generally, it was felt that
five years did not provide enough time to reverse the effects of a lifetime, and in
particular not enough to acquire the needed education.

The economic boom during the first few years of the new welfare system began to slow
in early 2001, reducing the availability of jobs for unskilled workers. Most welfare
research, which was carried out in the growth economy of the late 1980s and 1990s,
showed success using the work-first model. But many employers, especially since the
economy began to contract in 2001, are understandably reluctant to hire applicants who
do not speak English, are unable to read, have no prior work experience, or have prior
criminal convictions, especially if more qualified applicants are available.

In all populations some participants report that they are usually able to find temporary
jobs, but less often stable or permanent employment. For some, temporary work proved
to be a good way to enter the job market and resulted in permanent employment as a next
step, but more often it became a dead end.

We all went through temp. After three months, English speakers were accepted
for permanent positions but we were not. — Hmong participant

The labor market, unlike the state’s welfare system, is not governed by a single statewide
policy, and the scope for local variation is considerable. Participants’ experiences in
seeking employment and on-the-job training are therefore likely to reveal an even wider
range of variation than their experiences with the MFIP system. Despite having no
control over the labor market, welfare reform depends heavily on that market to absorb
workers coming off welfare, and holds participants accountable to enter that market. Not
surprisingly, African American, American Indian, Hmong, and Somali focus group
participants described job-related discrimination based on language, dress, religious
practice, family size (especially for immigrants), welfare status, or simply race.

MFIP’s support of work

Participants in the focus groups report extensive need for the menu of work supports
offered by MFIP to help them seek, secure, and retain jobs. These supports include
assistance with child care and transportation, training costs, and job counselors’ help
looking for or retaining a job. To the extent that they receive these supports they
generally find them helpful. However, many participants report that the supports
available do not provide as much help as they need to get and retain stable employment.
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I would say [that MFIP should] give more time for adequate training of some
sort. ... Nothing against the job counselors that they give us, but you are
basically told to go to a center where there are tons of computers and you look
for a job. That’s not helping in getting a job. That’s showing you that there are
jobs out there, but that’s not showing you how to get that job. — African
American participant

Relatively few participants mention receiving help with their job search. In general, a
substantial proportion of participants in the focus groups felt that to be ready for
unsubsidized work, they need more help than MFIP is offering and that MFIP has little
recognition of the extent or depth of their need.

African Americans tend to emphasize a need for help with job-seeking and self-
presentation skills, preferably from someone who would not be judgmental about their
need for help. Along with American Indians, they also refer to the help they need to
develop specific job skills (both soft and hard skills). Somali and Hmong participants
stress their need for help with both job skills and English language skills. American
Indian participants report inconsistent help with finding jobs or with developing their job-
seeking skills.

Some participants mentioned that they wanted MFIP to do more initial assessment to
determine which participants need what types of help. The use of the initial eight-week
job search period is favored by program planners and administrators as an efficient
strategy for sorting those who need help from those who are work-ready. It saves money
by not using scarce resources to assess everybody, when many need minimal help.
However, for these participants from populations that start from a point of relative
disadvantage, it is evident that the additional discouragement from eight weeks of
frustration and failure has helped to convince many of them that MFIP is not interested in
understanding what kinds of help they need and providing that help.

It was hard for me because I can only read but I don’t understand what I was
reading. They told me to find work but they didn’t provide any leads or help on
how to find work. — Hmong participant

In addition to the issues and barriers described above, focus group participants also noted
significant problems in negotiating the child care assistance program and accessing
adequate transportation or transportation assistance. They spoke of the gaps between the
full costs of both child care and transportation and the assistance they received to meet
these costs.

Another major concern expressed by participants was the need for support related to job
retention. Some of the need was clearly with soft skills (knowing the expected and
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acceptable behaviors of the workplace). Help was also needed for non-English speakers
to adjust to new settings with co-workers and supervisors as well as for help dealing with
discrimination on the job.

I used to work at place I was working and I got laid off. Then they re-start hiring
again. I went for an interview and they say I have to have a high school diploma,
we changed the old rules. I said I know the job. [They] said we don’t care, we
need high school diploma. I always exceeded their expectation and later they

I refused me. I used to work very hard. — Somali participant

The rewards of work

Participants are grateful for the safety net features of MFIP that have helped them to
survive when they were unable to help themselves. They recognize that the intent of
MFIP is to make work more rewarding than welfare. However, when added social and
economic costs of work are factored in, many participants find that MFIP’s benefit
structure does not promote the stability and security needed for self-sufficiency.

While participants cite the cash grant, food benefit, and medical coverage as important
ways that MFIP has helped them, the costs of housing poses a serious concern among all
four cultural groups. Members of all four populations also express serious concern about
the loss of medical coverage, either upon getting a job or upon exiting assistance. Many
report that the jobs available to them either do not offer medical benefits, or offer them
with premiums and co-pays that are unaffordable, especially for parents with many
children.

The MFIP program is structured to provide participants with a two-month cushion to
protect their increased earnings before the cash grant begins to be reduced. However, it
is clear from comments of participants that this is seen as an immediate reduction in their
grant. One of the most common themes emerging from the groups is that MFIP cuts
people off both too soon and too suddenly. Similarly common is the report that the loss
of benefits outweighs the gain from wages, especially when additional work expenses
(such as added transportation costs and medical premiums) are balanced against the loss
of non-cash supports including sliding-fee child care subsidies and rent assistance.

The reduction in benefits appears to be particularly hard on the largest families. Hmong
participants, who had the most children per family of the four populations, were also the
group that most commonly reports being no better off working than not working, and
seeing little chance of earning enough money to do without any cash benefits, food
benefits, and medical coverage.
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Work supports are tightly linked to work status, in that both cash benefit levels and child
care assistance are tied closely to a participants’ work hours. Because these participants’
work status and hours are not always stable, work supports become unstable as well. The
instability may be magnified by the system of retrospective budgeting in which
adjustments in the cash grant are not seen until two months after the change occurs.
Participants pointed out that this works as a penalty for those who lose jobs or lose work
hours for factors beyond their control. At the same time they are dealing with a reduced
or lost paycheck, they have two months to wait for higher benefits. Emergency
adjustments can be made in case of large reductions in earnings, but participants are
reluctant to use them because of the paperwork involved and the restriction on how often
they can request these adjustments.

The most important positive consequence of work, across the board, is freedom from the
demands of MFIP. Another positive feature mentioned almost as often and almost as
broadly across all groups is self-esteem and a sense of worth and dignity associated with
work. Some participants also mention being better able to take care of their children or
families and a few mention having more structure in their lives or making better
decisions, meeting new people and learning new things and making a positive
contribution to society.

Many participants, however, find it is not easy to say whether they are better off when
they are working, because strong considerations on both sides tend to offset each other.
The most common negative consequence of working is a reduced ability to care for their
children and other family members. These concerns are similar across all groups.

My kid was at the day care where they set him up to go; they’re supposed to get
him off the bus — nope — the cops had to bring him home, and it looked bad on
me. — American Indian participant

Several Hmong participants who had succeeded in finding employment reported serious
worries about job security. This is due in part to concerns caused by the unfamiliar
experience of debt, which was unknown in Laos. It also reflects a sense of vulnerability
in the workplace, due to uncertain economic conditions, placement in more marginal
jobs, and the language barrier that interferes with resolving workplace difficulties.
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Discussion

This section suggests a range of options for adjusting policy or service delivery to
increase the likelihood that the welfare system will lead to work and self-sufficiency for
all those who are able, and will lead to more suitable arrangements for those who are not
able to work at a self-supporting level, whether temporarily or permanently.

Readiness for work

Findings suggest that smaller caseloads would make a big difference. Allowing job
counselors to spend more time with recipients would make it possible for them to more
quickly identify those who need more help to prepare for self-supporting employment,
and to get that support underway. More time with recipients would also allow for the
development of more familiarity and trust to reveal valid reasons for exemptions from
work requirements. In addition, more translation and interpretation support to address
communication problems would help many immigrants to better grasp the rules and
benefits. English-speaking participants may need more help to overcome limitations
related to reading and comprehension skills.

The unintended effect of work participation quotas (which may discourage appropriate
individual exemptions) could be countered by establishing additional federal, state and
county performance measures that might include:

B The number of non-working recipients who have received comprehensive
assessments

B The number of recipients with identified work barriers who have plans that address
the barriers

B The number of recipients with such plans who show progress in addressing their
barriers within a given period of time

Labor market’s readiness for participants

It is likely that working with both recipients and employers could facilitate recipients’
entry into the labor market; adjusting work expectations for the labor market in a given
time and place would make policies more realistic and successful.

With regard to recipients’ work-related barriers, the competitive employment market may
not be able to provide jobs for all those on the caseload. In this case the policy options
would include continuing to enforce work searches that are unlikely to result in
employment; or exempting more recipients from the work requirements; or revising the
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work requirements to allow more education, training and other activities to reduce work
barriers; or developing and funding more non-market jobs (also called supported
employment).

Availability of work supports

Study results suggest that many participants who have been less successful in getting off
welfare may need more work supports than are provided. The welfare system would
likely benefit from a systematic assessment of the need for the main kinds of work
supports, with particular attention to identifying gaps. Resources for identifying and
providing work supports should better match the amount of help actually needed to get
and keep jobs. Information about work supports should be better communicated to
recipients, not only to counter the perception that supports are hidden, but also to make
more transparent the limits dictated by funding, and the basis for allocating resources
within those limits.

The value of the job counselor to participants could be significantly enhanced not only by
reducing their caseloads but also by better preparing them for the challenges of their role.
Study results suggest the need for several types of training including cross-cultural
understanding, effective communication strategies for those with limited English, and
skills for building rapport with clients who are initially hostile and suspicious.

Effectiveness of work incentives

The study shows that the combination of work and welfare is not as financially rewarding
as assumed and that many of the costs associated with work are not adequately addressed
under MFIP. It may be important to systematically examine the actual financial returns
of working, factoring in the costs of housing, transportation, and medical coverage.
While any adjustments to restore the work incentives in the benefit structure should best
be based on a detailed fiscal analysis, one other aspect of financial incentives could be
considered without additional research. This is to address participants’ perception that
benefits based on net pay (rather than gross pay) would show greater consideration for
what families actually have available to live on. Even if average grant sizes stayed the
same, focus group discussion suggest that the different basis for calculating them might
be perceived as more fair and realistic.

Likelihood of advancing to self-sufficiency from an entry-level job

For many focus group participants, unskilled jobs appear unlikely to lead to eventual self-
sufficiency. This raises the question whether or not 60 months is a realistic time frame
for a new unskilled worker to advance to self-supporting employment without further
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training. This study suggests that members of these cultural populations may be even
less likely to receive advancement opportunities.

Given the strong and nearly universal support among participants for the work
expectation in policy, and comments from several participants who had asked for but
been denied permission to combine work and education, it seems likely that recipients
would welcome and benefit from a modified policy that would preserve the work first
approach but balance it with an advancement next component. To accomplish this,
policymakers might consider increasing the rewards for immediate entry level work by
developing a training option that allows labor force participants, after some period in a
low skill or low wage job, to have access to some type of training opportunity.

Perceptions of welfare’s good-faith intent

While job counselors are told that their first objective is to support recipients’ progress
toward becoming employed, remaining employed, and transitioning to a job that will take
them off assistance, the second is to ensure compliance with welfare policy. The MFIP
policy manual acknowledges the implicit tension between these two functions by stating
that the two ‘““are not mutually exclusive.” To the extent that the system emphasizes the
recipient’s procedural compliance more than the case worker’s support for their genuine
progress, some participants have concluded that the system actually discourages self-
sufficiency.

In order for welfare policies to be as successful as possible, it is important to change
these perceptions and experiences. Possible solutions could include hiring more diverse
case workers, providing better training, reducing caseloads, and having more balanced
accountability from case workers as well as participants.

Case workers in the welfare system, including financial workers, job counselors, child
care workers, and child support workers tend to have large caseloads and little
opportunity to check into individual circumstances. Case workers should not suffer
individually for unintentional errors or unrealistic job expectations. Rather, the welfare
system should make a more systematic effort to reduce errors, and to identify and remedy
those that occur. It is important to emphasize the avoidance of error rather than the
appeals process to correct errors. While some participants have received relief through
the appeals process, more appear to be unaware of it or unwilling to use it. Additionally,
some of the negative consequences described by the participants from what they
perceived as erroneous sanctions cannot be easily reversed or remediated after the fact.

Another measure that could help reverse the cycle of mistrust is the inclusion of more
positive encouragements and rewards for participants as they comply with MFIP
procedures, instead of the emphasis on punitive measures.
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Conclusions

Results of this study suggest that the greatest opportunity for improving the chances of
success for American Indian, African American, Hmong, and Somali welfare participants
lies in strengthening provisions for individualized support for their progress toward self
sufficiency. This begins with well-prepared job counselors with caseloads that allow
them to gain an accurate understanding of the recipient’s situation and need for help with
work readiness. It also means that job counselors need to have at their disposal suitable
ways of meeting those needs. Such a change would also help to address some of the
potential for fraud among those not inclined to cooperate, both by reducing the
temptation to “work the system” to obtain needed supports as well as by allowing the
case worker to more accurately identify non-cooperation and distinguish it from non-
compliance due to just cause.

Welfare reform is a train built to run on two parallel tracks: work requirements on one
side and work supports on the other. If one track is consistently emphasized and
maintained while the second is allowed to grow weak, the system breaks down.
Participants in these focus groups have provided examples of effective work supports but
many more examples of ways in which supports have not been adequate or effective for
their circumstances. Many are at the point of believing that the initial promise of the
reform — to help them become self-supporting — was never really meant. Revisions to the
policy at the federal and state levels, as well as local implementation decisions, could
have either trivial or profound consequences for how effectively case workers can
understand and meet the needs of their clients. Federal, state, and county decisions could
also affect how much support is available to help individual participants to meet the work
requirements and how many of those who are unable to work may be exempted; and
whether those who do work find they are truly better off and closer to self-sufficiency.
The results of the next round of policy changes, and the way in which they are put into
practice, will be interpreted by many in these four populations as a signal to rekindle
either their hopes or their cynicism.
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Introduction

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to describe the experiences and perceptions of American Indian,
African American, Hmong, and Somali participants in Minnesota’s welfare program in
order to better understand why members of these population groups have, on average, less
success finding employment and leaving welfare than do members of other groups.

The study was proposed by the Minnesota Department of Human Services, Program
Assessment and Integrity Division, based on an analysis of the state’s administrative data.
State researchers investigated the progress of the cohort of participants with welfare cases
open in July 1998, the date by which all AFDC participants had been transferred and oriented
to the new policies. After three years, members of these four populations were significantly
less likely, on average, to be employed or off welfare than the average Minnesota welfare
participant. Although the available data showed that these differences in outcomes were
true, they did not contain the kind of in-depth information about people’s experiences to
explain why they were occurring, or to begin to consider what policy and service changes
might improve the outcomes.

Wilder Research Center agreed to be the investigator and fiscal agent for the study, and
developed the research proposal for submission to the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, for funding of the study
of American Indian, Hmong, and Somali participants under a grant awarded in 2001. The
study of African American participants was funded by a supplementary grant from the
Minnesota Department of Human Services, with the agreement of both funders that the two
studies would use the same methodology and be conducted and reported concurrently.

This study was undertaken to ask the participants themselves about their experiences with
welfare and with employment, to try to understand, from their perspective, the issues that
affected their outcomes. The conversations with participants were designed to also explore:

B Cultural values and culturally-transmitted behaviors that could affect their
experiences with welfare and employment.

B Possible culturally-linked differences in the need for and access to services that might
affect their success in obtaining employment and progressing toward self-sufficiency.
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The specific research question was: “What are the culturally-specific characteristics and
service delivery issues that impact employment and welfare use outcomes among
American Indian, African American, Hmong, and Somali participants?” Discussions with
the advisory group clarified that the research would not assume that problems lie within
the participants, but would include exploration of factors within the welfare system and in
larger community systems including the housing and labor markets. The study has
therefore endeavored to examine the outcomes for American Indian, African American,
Hmong, and Somali participants not only in light of their history, beliefs, expectations,
and behaviors, but also taking into consideration their encounters with the norms in
mainstream American institutions, including the welfare services delivery system.

Throughout this report, the concepts of race, ethnicity, and culture are discussed as they
relate to participants’ experiences with welfare, employment, and the larger communities
within which they live. We recognize that these are distinct domains, but it is not part of
this study to discuss those differences in detail. Rather than make fine distinctions that would
not be relevant to the main points of this study, we have chosen throughout this report to
refer to the four focal population groups as “cultural groups” and to refer to characteristics
in which they differ from the American mainstream as “cultural” characteristics.

Unlike quantitative evaluation studies, which strive to test hypotheses about attainment of
outcomes, this study is qualitative, seeking to answer more open-ended questions about
how programs are experienced by various stakeholders, with the goal of improving
practice (Greene, 1994). In his book Constructing Social Research, Charles Ragin
(1994) identifies two specific research goals — exploring diversity and giving voice — for
which qualitative methods, including use of focus groups, are particularly well suited.

With the goal of exploring diversity, qualitative research pays less attention to the
dominant patterns (in this case the “averages” or “trends” of welfare reform outcome
attainment), and focuses instead on the variety of circumstances that exist. This project
focuses on circumstances surrounding participants’ experiences with employers and with
welfare caseworkers. In this domain, it examines participants’ perceptions of ways in
which welfare reform outcomes are influenced by cultural differences unique to, and
often across, the four cultural communities selected.

With the goal of giving voice, research projects such as this one recognize that every
group, most notably those that are outside the social mainstream, has a story to tell.
While some group stories are well integrated into the mainstream beliefs and values of
society, it is an important goal of social research to identify less understood groups and
tell their stories. To date, most studies of Minnesota’s welfare population have focused
on outcome attainment, without sufficient attention to the stories that members of
minority populations tell about their experiences with the program. Careful examination
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of these stories can lead to a variety of strategies for improving the program at the
interpersonal level of client-worker interaction, at the organizational level of employment
services agencies and county welfare offices, and in local and statewide policy.

Social and demographic context

Minnesota statewide and welfare caseload demographics

According to 2000 Census data, Minnesota is one of the fastest-growing states in the
Midwest and Northeast, and its minority population is among the fastest growing in the
country. During the 1990s, Minnesota’s minority population doubled from 6 percent to
12 percent of the state’s population. During the past 25 years, immigrant and refugee
communities in Minnesota — most notably from Southeast Asia, Africa, and Eastern
Europe — have grown substantially. Most immigrants and refugees to Minnesota are
people of color who have escaped persecution or civil war and are seeking safe refuge in
the United States. Many have come to Minnesota as part of a pattern of secondary
migration (from some other original entry point in the United States) looking for economic
opportunity and reunification with members of their extended families whose mutual
social and financial support is important.

Most of the racial/ethnic diversity in Minnesota is concentrated around the Twin Cities
metropolitan area, but it is also found in rural areas such as American Indian Tribal
communities and smaller cities such as Rochester and Duluth. Although Minnesota’s
overall non-White population is small compared with many other states, it is unusually
evenly divided between the four main Census categories (3.5% Black, 2.9% Asian, 2.9%
Hispanic, and 1.1% American Indian), making it a good setting for comparative studies
such as this (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002).

Changes in state demographics have been accompanied by dramatic changes in the
composition of the welfare caseload as well. The year 1998, the first year of new statewide
welfare policies, was also the first year in which Whites made up less than half of the state
welfare caseload. It is possible that the change in the proportion may be related to policy
changes related to welfare reform that may have helped Whites leave the program more
quickly. It is also possible that it is linked to patterns of in-migration to the state.

Racial disparities in exit rates from welfare, extensively documented throughout the United
States, also occur in Minnesota. Of participants in Minnesota’s welfare program in July
1998, 27 percent of Whites were still on MFIP in June 2001, compared to 47 percent of
American Indians, 47 percent of Blacks, 44 percent of Asians, and 30 percent of Hispanics.
Further examination of immigrant subgroups within these larger racial/ethnic categories
suggests that Somali and Hmong immigrants constitute substantial numbers of welfare
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recipients in the Black and Asian racial categories, respectively, and that exit rates for
Somali, Hmong, African American, and American Indian participants are lower than those
of other identifiable racial/ethnic or immigrant groups. The chart below presents the June
2001 employment and exit rates for the four populations of interest in this study, and for
Whites and the overall caseload, for comparison.

1. Status of July 1998 MFIP cases as of June 2001, by cultural population

14% 17% 21% .
31% 29% 27% 31%
0,
13% 13%
) 0 On MFIP and
15% 18% 27% not working
@ On MFIP and
working
m Off MFIP

White Hispanic  All Cases  African American Hmong Somali
(N=20,729) (N=2,295) (N=40,340) American Indian (N=1,719) (N=838)
(N=9,803) (N=3,466)

Source:  Minnesota Department of Human Services.
Note: Counts of cases exclude cases that became Tribal TANF or child-only cases.

Historical and cultural context

Understanding the historical and cultural contexts of the four groups in this study is crucial
to understanding how their experiences with welfare might be different from those of others.
This section provides some background from history and other social research to understand
some of the different paths that members of these groups have followed before coming into
the welfare system. These differences may help shed light on whether different paths could
be developed to help them leave welfare.
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Cultural differences common to all four groups

Each of these four cultural groups is as separate and distinct from each other as it is from the
White American mainstream, and each contains within itself a wide diversity of customs,
attitudes, and experiences. However, all four groups share certain common differences from
the dominant White culture. Two are particularly relevant for this study: the way of
defining the basic family unit, and customary styles of communication.

All four groups typically hold a wider view of what constitutes a family than the nuclear
family unit considered standard in White American society. Among Hmong and Somali the
clan is an important social unit, within which close family ties are emphasized not only
across several generations but also beyond siblings to aunts, uncles, and cousins. In
American Indian communities the Tribe is a vital unit of national as well as social identity,
and as among the Hmong and Somali, important family social and economic functions are
carried out by family members well beyond the “nuclear family” unit. African Americans
similarly have a long history of mutual inter-reliance among not only extended kin but also
with “fictive kin,” community members who share important family economic and social
relationships.

In different ways, all four groups have communication styles that are different from the
highly verbal, relatively direct and formal emphasis most common among Americans of
Anglo, German, and Scandinavian heritage most common in Minnesota. All four place
more emphasis on nonverbal modes of communication, transmitting information through
greater reliance on shared context, observation, and implicit messages (Hecht, Andersen, &
Ribeau, 1989; Lynch, 1992). When a welfare caseworker from a more verbal culture
interacts with a recipient from a more nonverbal culture, the caseworker may not recognize
much of the information being provided by the recipient through facial expressions,
gestures, and other unarticulated cues, and may interpret the client’s behavior as willful
time-wasting and resistance, while the recipient may interpret the caseworker’s amount of
talking and detailed verbal directions as insensitive and impersonal, and as evidence that the
caseworker does not understand and therefore cannot help the recipient. To help bridge this
gap, it is important for the caseworker to learn to understand more of the recipient’s
nonverbal cues, take more time, and listen more (Lynch, 1992).

Hmong and Somali background

In addition to the above differences that are common to all four study groups, some
additional features of Hmong and Somali culture and history may affect some members’
interaction with welfare. The cultural features include the large number of children typical of
the non-industrial societies from which both groups came, and historically oral languages that
did not even have a written form until very recently (1950s for Hmong, 1970s for Somali). In
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addition, many of the older Hmong, and many Somali who came from rural areas, have never
participated in any formal education. As a result, they face greater difficulties in learning
English, as well as learning to read and gaining other basic American job skills.

Hmong and Somali immigrants also face more challenges than many other immigrant
groups integrating into American life because of their experiences as refugees. For many,
their ability to adapt is severely hampered by the mental health issues that result from
experiences of war-related trauma and persecution. Unlike other immigrant groups,
refugees came here only because they had nowhere else to go. True Thao, a Hmong mental
health worker, has said that immigrants’ minds arrive in the U.S. a year before their bodies,
while refugees’ bodies arrive a year before their minds. Many arrived having recently
experienced the loss of family members from war or persecution, and many are survivors of
violence and danger themselves. As a result, relatively large proportions of these groups
may have frail mental and physical health. In addition, many have been deprived of vital
sources of social support through death or separation, and many Somali, more recently
arrived, are largely responsible for the support of relatives who are still in refugee camps.

American Indian and African American background

American Indians’ and African Americans’ cultural and social context has been shaped by
hundreds of years of interaction with White society. During most of this time, government
policy included explicit attempts to break down family ties and cultural transmission in both
groups and deny access to the means of self-sufficiency. In recent decades a variety of laws
have been enacted to halt or counter past discrimination, but there is strong evidence that
illegal discrimination continues. Transmitted through strong oral cultures and an emphasis
on learning from the experiences of elders, the history of previous treatment affects how
contemporary members of these groups may approach their dealings with mainstream social
programs and policies.

Since colonial days, Whites have recognized and treated American Indians as separate,
sovereign nations. This government-to-government relationship was built into the U.S.
federal constitution, which recognized treaties as the law of the land.

Since colonial times, state and federal policies have worked to acquire Indians’ lands and
change their family, social, and economic structures to force them to adopt White culture.
In pursuit of these explicit goals they initially forced Indians on to reservations. In 1887
the Dawes Act privatized reservation land and partitioned it among individual residents,
then offered the “surplus” land (estimated by one source as more than two-thirds of land
then remaining to the Tribes) for public sale. As new American Indian owners were
pressured to sell their individual plots, the Tribes lost much of their most valuable remaining
reservation land (National Congress of American Indians, 2001).
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Also in the period after the Civil War, in pursuit of a policy of “absorption or civilization”
(Adams, 1995, p. 16), American Indian children were compelled to enroll in boarding
schools for the explicit purpose of isolating youth from their families and cultures and
promoting assimilation (Adams, 1995; Woodcock & Alawiye, 2001). Child welfare
researchers have asserted that the boarding schools were effective in dissolving
intergenerational ties between parent and child, as well as children’s knowledge of their
cultural heritage, leaving them unprepared for effective parenting when their time came
(Horejsi, Craig, & Pablo, 1992).

American citizenship was not granted to American Indians until 1924. In 1953, without
regard to law as negotiated in treaties, Congress transferred to states significant criminal
and civil jurisdiction over reservations. Around the same time, the Bureau of Indian
Affairs actively promoted the migration of American Indians from reservations to urban
areas where, like children in the earlier boarding schools, they were separated from their
sources of social and cultural support. Today Minneapolis-Saint Paul is one of the
metropolitan areas with the largest urban American Indian population (Thornton, 2001).

Both during and after the period of slavery, African Americans promoted and sustained
relationships with more extended, non-nuclear families as well as “fictive kin” in part to
replace traditional kinship ties that had been broken. These extended family ties also helped
make it possible for individuals, followed by whole families, to find increased economic
opportunities in the north during the urban migration of the 1920s through 1950s, and to
extend a base of shared resources wide enough to sustain social and economic stability
when many were unable to find jobs, or were denied access to jobs that paid enough for
one individual to support a family (Wilson, 2001; Stevenson, 1995).

After Reconstruction, African Americans were widely discriminated against in violent
and individual ways such as lynching and cross-burning, as well as more systematically
in education, housing, employment, and other forms of opportunity. There is much
debate about the amount of illegal discrimination that continues since the passage of civil
rights protections in the 1950s and 1960s. However, the long history of deprivation of
opportunity had already shaped important social patterns, such as housing and educational
segregation, as well as attitudes that continue to exist after the change in law.

Evidence for the continued persistence of discrimination

Experimental studies based on paired-tester audits have found that systematic discrimination
continues against non-Whites in both rental housing and home ownership opportunities
(Massey, 2001) and in employment (Altonji & Blank, 1999). In a more recent experimental
study based on controlled sets of resumes, Bertrand and Mullainathan (2002) have found
additional evidence for employment discrimination against African Americans compared to
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Whites, not only in lower rates at which they were invited for interviews, but also in lower
rewards for having additional experience and credentials.

Other research in recent years has explored different forms that prejudice and discrimination
may take. One body of research is particularly relevant to this study because of its experiments
with two-person, interracial interactions that in many ways model the caseworker-client
interaction. The experimental psychologists Dovidio and Gaertner have explored ways in
which racial prejudice may be expressed unconsciously as well as consciously, and its effects
on people to whom it is expressed. These psychologists have demonstrated in controlled
experiments that people whose explicit values and behaviors embrace equality may nevertheless
have implicit biases of which they are unaware and which are at odds with their conscious
beliefs and values. These are detectable through differential responses to subliminal stimuli.
The experimenters found that about 40 percent of their subjects (White college undergraduates)
had implicitly biased attitudes at odds with their explicit egalitarian values. Another 25
percent were relatively unbiased both explicitly and implicitly, 20 percent were relatively
biased on both levels, and the remaining 15 percent could not be classified (Dovidio,
Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002). Based on their own findings and others’ work on
how decisions are made, these researchers suggest that decisions made by individuals with
implicit bias are more likely to reflect that bias, rather than the individual’s conscious
egalitarian beliefs, if they are made under time pressure and hence with little opportunity for
reflection, or if they are unlikely to be reviewed by any other person, or are for other reasons
perceived as being of low importance (Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002).

The histories and studies cited above, and other preliminary studies, suggest that welfare
participants from the four cultural populations in this study may have different needs,
expectations, and opportunities than White welfare recipients. Their interactions with
welfare caseworkers may also be shaped by forces that affect them differently than Whites.
The increasing concentration of minority group members on the welfare caseload is a
national as well as local concern, and may be an indication that the current system of
welfare policies and services is better suited to the circumstances of U.S. born Whites than
other groups. Increased efforts may be needed to recognize and alleviate the issues
confronting participants of other racial and ethnic groups.

As the five-year limit on public assistance approaches for many families, it will be
important for policymakers and administrators to understand these challenges and act upon
them, in order to accomplish the goals of increased self-sufficiency for all welfare
recipients. Welfare reform policy has had a varying effect on different communities.
Knowing the experiences of these families, and how those experiences have affected the
level of progress they are making, will help policymakers at the local, state, and federal
levels think about the cross-cultural effects of policies and consider approaches that may
more effectively encourage self-sufficiency among specific populations.
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Economic context

Apart from considerations of race, there are economic factors associated with welfare
reform that affect the perceived economic benefits of exiting welfare for all recipients. A
recent study of the financial status of welfare leavers, by the Minnesota Legislative
Auditor’s Office (2002), found that net household resources (including cash and non-cash
income) remained almost completely flat for individuals across a wide range of earned
income levels, from minimum wage ($5.15 per hour) all the way up to $20 per hour.
Calculations assumed a family received all the non-cash benefits available to them: MFIP
food assistance and/or Food Stamps, subsidized medical coverage through Medical
Assistance or MinnesotaCare, Section 8 housing subsidy, Energy Assistance Program,
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program, and National School Lunch. Cash income
assumed in the calculations included after-tax earnings, MFIP cash assistance, federal
Earned Income Tax Credit, Minnesota Working Family Tax Credit, Minnesota Dependent
Care Tax Credit, and Minnesota Property Tax Refund.! With these assumptions, as earned
income from wages increased, the value of non-cash benefits decreased dollar for dollar,
leaving the family with no additional resources for living expenses until it reached a wage
level of $20 per hour. If the family did not receive all the possible cash and non-cash
benefits, it could easily be worse off working at $15 per hour than it was while still on
welfare. (The study also made the point that most families reported feeling better off as
their earned incomes rose, presumably because the cash income from working was more
noticeable, and more flexible, than the non-cash benefits that it replaced.)

This same Legislative Auditor’s study also found that American Indian families in
Minnesota were significantly less likely than families in other racial and national groups to
be receiving all the working family supports that are nominally available to them.

The analysis assumes the family receives the MFIP or state subsidy for child care for one preschool
and one school-age child, paying the statewide average for family child care. It also assumes the
family pays the statewide weighted average “fair market rent” of $592 monthly for a two bedroom
apartment (although in the Twin Cities metropolitan area, where about three-quarters of state MFIP
participants live, fair market rent for a two-bedroom apartment was $684 in 2000, and had risen to
$742 in 2001 and $862 in 2002).
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Policy context

Minnesota’s welfare program under TANF is called the Minnesota Family Investment
Program, or MFIP. It has the intent, expressed in its authorizing legislation, not only “to
reduce and prevent welfare dependency” but also “to reduce child and family poverty.” It is
a Work First model, and its official materials highlight that it is explicitly designed to
“expect, support, and reward work.” While some specific provisions have been modified
since the original program went into effect statewide in January 1998, in its larger measures
the policies have consistently included the following:

B The exit rate (the amount of monthly income at which a household becomes ineligible
for cash assistance) is above the federal poverty guidelines for a family of three.”

B Work incentives include a larger monthly cash grant for those who work, even part-
time, than for those who do not; plus a 36 percent earned income disregard (i.e., for
every dollar that a participant earns from work, only 64 cents is deducted from the
cash grant. After the exit level was adjusted for inflation, the earned income disregard
increased to 38 percent in October 2002.

B Work requirements are as provided under federal law, but with a waiver to permit a
wider range of “work activities.”

B Minnesota allows exemptions from the work requirement for individuals age 60 or
older, those caring for an infant under one year of age (up to a lifetime total of 12
months), those following an approved plan for dealing with domestic violence, those
who are ill or incapacitated or who are caring for family members with disabilities,
those experiencing a crisis, and single parents of children under age 6 who are unable
to find child care.

The exit rate has varied, beginning at a dollar figure that was 120 percent of poverty in 1997 but
dropped to around 115 percent of poverty before being adjusted upward again in 1999. In 2001 it was
indexed to inflation by automatic adjustment of the earned income disregard to whatever amount
would produce an exit level of 120 percent of poverty for a family of three. For smaller and larger
households, this formula yields exit rates of 114 to 117 percent of poverty for families of up to five.
Under a federal waiver, Minnesota continues the practice it established in its welfare pilot of awarding
the cash grant and Food Stamps as one grant, in two portions. As the federally-determined “food
portion” is adjusted each year for inflation, the state-determined “cash portion” has been reduced by an
equal amount to maintain a constant total figure.
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B The presumptive lifetime limit is 60 months of cash assistance. In the 2001 session
the Legislature established a set of categories of indefinite exemptions to these limits
for individuals who are disabled or caring for a family member who is disabled; have
an IQ below 80, or are mentally ill or learning disabled or are otherwise
unemployable or employable only part-time. The legislature also provided extensions
until June 30, 2004 for those working at least 30 hours per week (55 hours, combined,
for two-parent households).

B Sanctions can decrease the cash grant by 10 percent for the first month of non-
compliance and by 30 percent for further months if the non-compliance is not
remedied. When an individual’s grant is sanctioned, their rent is paid directly by the
county, which may also choose to directly pay their utilities. Beginning March 2002,
counties may seek state approval for plans under which they may impose 100 percent
sanctions, with or without vendor payment, for individuals with six or more months
of non-compliance.

B Transitional supports are available for qualifying families in the 12 months after exit
from MFIP include Medical Assistance (Minnesota’s Medicaid program), Food
Stamps, child care subsidy, and, beginning in 2001, some employment services.

Income maintenance services (the cash and food portions of the grant) are provided by the
counties, while employment services may be provided by the county, other public entities,
or a variety of private agencies under contract with the counties. Typically, child care
services (locating suitable child care and processing the subsidies) are provided by a third
set of workers, who may be employed either directly by the county or by a private agency
under contract to the county. Thus MFIP recipients typically have three different MFIP
workers with whom they regularly interact: a financial worker (who handles cash and food
banefits), a job counselor, and a child care worker. Eligibility for work supports (such as
child care subsidy, transportation assistance, access to education or training) is determined
by the job counselor, who also determines whether an individual is or is not in compliance
with their work plan. If an individual is not in compliance, the job counselor notifies the
financial worker, who is responsible for imposing a sanction.

As the above summary of MFIP provisions indicates, certain aspects of policy have been
changing over time. A slightly more detailed summary of the more notable policy changes
is shown in the Appendix.

Most published evaluations to date of Minnesota’s welfare program addressed the pilot
program, established in selected counties before 1998 as an AFDC waiver program. The
current MFIP statewide program differs from the MFIP pilot program in some important
ways, which are summarized in the Appendix. In particular, the statewide program differs
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from the pilot program in its lower level of work support (ending cash benefits when earned
income reaches 120 percent of poverty instead of 140 percent); earlier point at which work
participation is required; higher caseloads with less provision for individualized planning
and less access to education and training; tougher sanctions; and the presence of a time limit
not included in the waiver program.

Because of sampling methodology (described below), participants in this study may have
experienced any of a range of these varying welfare policies and/or levels of funding.
Comments in the focus groups may refer to old policies no longer in effect. In particular,
participants in the Off MFIP groups may be commenting on policies that have been
changed already. This fact has been taken into consideration in the interpretation and
discussion of findings.

It is clear from the focus group discussions that many participants do not fully or correctly
understand the rules, and are commenting on something that is not in fact policy. This is
not surprising, since the financial workers’ manual fills a two-inch notebook when printed
(it is maintained on the Internet to facilitate frequent updates), and the employment services
workers’ manual is another 170 pages. However, except for deliberate misrepresentations
(which are possible, but appear to be few), what participants describe is an indication of
how they perceive and have experienced the program. Whether or not their perception is
accurate, it affects whether or not they believe the program to be fair, reasonable, and
worthy of their trust and cooperation.

Most focus groups were held within five weeks before July 1, 2002, when the first sizable
group of welfare recipients reached the end of their 60-month time limits. Those who were
approaching their time limits were subject to state policies that required their caseworkers
to notify them monthly about how much time they had left. It is evident from some focus
group discussions that this notification was perceived by many, not as helpful
information for planning, as it was intended, but rather as “constant threats.”

Methods

Sampling

With the exception of one group on the Red Lake reservation, all focus group participants
were individuals whose welfare cases had been open during the month of July 1998. The
Minnesota Department of Human Services provided lists of recipients from the four cultural
groups, selecting only those who were not exempt from work requirements during August,
September, and October 2001 (the most recent months recorded in administrative data when
the lists were prepared in the spring of 2002), and whose work and welfare status fit within
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the same category for all three of those focal months (i.e. on welfare and not working for all
three months, or on welfare and working for all three, or off welfare for all three).

These lists were sorted by the recipients’ county of last residence, and for each of the four
populations the four counties with the largest number of recipients were selected.” Within
each of these counties, the modal ZIP code (or codes, if necessary) with the highest
concentration of recipients was selected. In non-metropolitan counties where numbers were
not large enough to hold separate focus groups with each of the three outcome categories,
the categories were combined. Reflecting the overwhelming concentration of women on the
welfare caseload, the lists groups described by this strategy included women only. With
each cultural population one additional list was compiled with men only (combining
outcome categories, but in the same modal ZIP code®).

From the resulting lists, grouped by cultural population, county, sex, and outcome category,
eligible individuals from the lists were randomly selected for invitation to participate in the
focus groups.

Instrument and data collection

With help from the advisory committee, research staff developed one common set of focus
group questions that would be suitable for all groups. They covered three main topics:
participants’ experiences with employment (either during a job search or on the job,
depending on the work status of the group); experiences with welfare workers and support
received through them; and attitudes and values related to welfare and working. The
questions were field-tested in practice focus groups and then modified based on discussions
with facilitators and advisors.

Facilitators were recruited for their experience and comfort working with low-income
people, and matched the race or ethnicity of the groups they facilitated. They were trained
in focus group facilitation and in the process and vocabulary of the welfare system, and
worked throughout the project in teams of two, taking turns leading discussions and taking
notes. Hmong and Somali facilitators conducted focus groups in their native language, but
took and submitted notes in English. These notes were spot-checked by other native
speakers against tape recordings for accuracy and completeness. There was some loss of
information from Hmong and Somali focus groups because of the use of simultaneous

A small exception was made in the selection of American Indian counties, where there were enough
non-metropolitan recipients identified to have a full set of groups in each of two different rural areas.
Rather than lose information from the smaller metropolitan areas in greater Minnesota, the second
metropolitan group was held in Duluth rather than in Saint Paul.

An exception was with Somali men, whose small number made it necessary to combine the two
metropolitan counties.
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translation to record notes in English while the groups were being conducted. However, the
checking process indicated that this loss was relatively small.

All focus groups were held between May 18 and August 19, 2002. The majority, 35 of 40,
were held in the five-week period between May 29 and July 1, minimizing variation due to
seasonal or economic changes.

Recruitment of participants

Except on the Red Lake reservation, randomly selected individuals were contacted by
phone in their native language, after initial notification by mail about the study. On Red
Lake, in addition to mail and phone notification, most targeted individuals also received a
personal visit from a fellow Band member inviting their participation.

The initial state data lists only included valid phone numbers for 44 percent of the
selected individuals. By a variety of methods researchers were able to obtain valid phone
numbers for an additional 21 percent. Recruiters successfully made contact with 88
percent of those for whom they had or obtained valid phone numbers, of whom 40
percent actually attended (or 58 percent of those who agreed, on the phone, to come).

Focus group participants received a $25 gift certificate to a local discount merchant, cash
reimbursement for child care costs, and any of a variety of help with transportation
(round-trip bus ticket, van pickup, or cash reimbursement for gas costs).

A small focus group size was desirable because of the complexity of the subject and the
personal nature of the questions. Because of the tight time period for organizing and
conducting groups, actual focus group attendance averaged 4.8 across all groups, smaller
than the target group size of six. Low attendance somewhat limited the range of variation
and depth of discussion in some of the smaller groups. However, most of the small
groups were with categories of participants (i.e., grouped by culture, geography, and
outcome) replicated in a second group, and analysis revealed a degree of replication of
themes across groups that suggests that this loss was probably not substantial.
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The table below shows the final distribution of focus groups, and the total number of
participants, by cultural population and location.

2. Distribution of focus groups by cultural population and location

Cultural Total number  Total number
population Metro groups Non-metro groups of groups of participants
American Indian 4 Minneapolis 3 Leech Lake Reservation 12 51

3 Duluth 2 Red Lake Reservation
African American 4 Minneapolis 2 Duluth 11 41

3 St. Paul 2 Rochester
Hmong 3 Minneapolis 1 Winona 8 57

4 St. Paul
Somali 4 Minneapolis 2 Rochester 9 42

3 St. Paul

Total 28 groups 12 groups 40 191

Note:  Where three groups were held, they were a full set of women’s groups, including On/not working,
On/working, and Off MFIP groups. Where four groups were held, they were the same full set of women’s
groups plus a men’s group (all outcome categories combined). Where two groups were held, except in Red
Lake they were one combined On MFIP group and one Off MFIP group (all women); in Red Lake, they were one
group of all outcome categories combined and a special group of individuals recently returned to the reservation
(not part of the study’s regular sample). In Winona, the one group was of all outcome categories combined.

Analysis

The initial analysis of focus group discussions was done on a thematic level, using the
entire group session as the unit of analysis from which tentative findings were drawn.
Themes identified for each of the four populations were shared and discussed with
project advisors and facilitators for advice about the cultural context and interpretation of
the participants’ remarks. The revised statements of key themes by population are
included in the Appendix of this report.

After preliminary themes were identified, a coding structure was developed for use with
qualitative analysis software, permitting systematic identification and sorting of ideas at a
finer scale of analysis. Concurrently, the larger thematic level analysis continued to
refine the larger themes and ideas that cannot be captured by examination of individual
statements or paragraphs.
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Limitations

This study is subject to the general strengths and limitations of the focus group method.
While providing less depth than ethnographic studies, focus groups permit exploration of
more range of experience among people with common characteristics; and though they
do not permit the quantitative measurement of views or experiences that surveys can
provide, the group discussion allows more understanding of the nature of those views and
experiences. Its principal advantage is the richness of texture of ideas generated by the
interchange among participants, which provides insight into the reasons for participants’
opinions. Its chief disadvantages include not knowing the full history of the situations
described by participants, and the inability of researchers to verify participants’ claims.

The findings from this study may not be fully generalizable to Minnesota’s current MFIP
caseload. This is especially true for Somali participants, where more recent immigrants
may be different than those in the study’s sample in several ways, including coming from
more rural areas in Somalia, having less literacy in their own language, and having spent
a longer time in refugee camps. In addition, the reader should remember that the
populations included in the study were those with the lowest success rates, and the
sampling structure for recruiting participants for the focus groups over-represented those
doing less well within those populations. In one other respect participants were less than
fully representative even of the 1998 caseload: because of the emphasis on
understanding work outcomes, recipients who were exempt from work requirements were
excluded from the sample. In addition to excluding those for whom work is not a
reasonable expectation, this criterion also excluded those who were exempt because they
were already working 35 or more hours per week (or 20 hours for the second adult in a
two-caregiver household). “Participants” in this report refers to participants in the focus
group discussions; they are not a representative sample of all MFIP recipients, or even all
those of their own cultural group.
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Results

The comments from participants in the focus group discussions fall into four natural groupings.
The first describes participants’ overall impressions of the welfare system as a whole. The
other three correspond to their perceptions about the three main premises of Minnesota’s
Work First policy. These findings are presented below as answers to four key questions:

B What are participants’ overall perceptions of the MFIP system?
B Do participants perceive that MFIP expects work? Do they agree with this expectation?

B Do participants perceive that MFIP supports work? What work supports do they find
most helpful, or miss the most?

B Do participants perceive that MFIP rewards work? What do they perceive as the
main social and material consequences of work?

Each section includes relevant selections of MFIP policy and/or regulations to provide
context for participants’ comments. Most of these selections are from the Employment
Services Manual prepared for the reference of job counselors (Minnesota Department of
Human Services, 2001), and some are from the Combined Manual prepared for the
reference of financial workers (Minnesota Department of Human Services, 2002). The
dates in the boxes show when sections were last revised, but in all cases material shown
is from the version current as of September 2002.

Throughout the focus group discussions, participants talked about what “MFIP says” or “MFIP
thinks” or “MFIP expects.” It was not possible, in short (under two hour) group sessions, to
ask people to provide details on exactly who within the MFIP system they were talking about
in any given situation that they described. So who is “MFIP?” State policy provides wide
latitude to counties, and sometimes to individual caseworkers, in some aspects of implementation.
When a participant describes an experience with “MFIP,” they may be describing actual state
policy, an implementation decision made at a more local level in conformance with state
policy, or an implementation decision that did not conform to policy. They may also be honestly
reporting their understanding of a situation that they misunderstood; or they may (consciously
or unconsciously) be misrepresenting what actually happened in order to present themselves
in a socially acceptable way to the rest of their group. In some instances, based on comments
made by the same individual at other points in the discussion, researchers have been able to
identify cases of confusion or prevarication. These have been eliminated from analysis as
examples of MFIP practice. Instances of confusion (but not suspected misrepresentation)
have been retained for analysis of participants’ perceptions of the system.
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Given the impossibility of determining whether any given implementation represented
the decision of an individual caseworker (let alone whether it was a job counselor,
financial worker, or child care worker), or a county official, or state policy, in this report
we have continued to follow the participants’ usage of ascribing actions to “MFIP.” We
reserve for the discussion section an attempt to explore where, in the complex system
represented by this term, the possible opportunities might lie to better help participants.

Quotes from Hmong and Somali participants are shown as translated by the note-taker
from the original language; some may be paraphrased for brevity or clarity. Quotes from
American Indian and African American participants are mostly from tape transcripts;
occasionally when no transcript was made, they are note-takers’ paraphrases.

Findings were analyzed separately for each of the four cultural populations. Key results
were consistent across populations. For the sake of clarity and economy, findings are
presented here primarily as overall findings across group types. Where they were
significant, variations by population are mentioned. Main themes were also examined for
possible variations by geographic region or outcome category, and differences are
mentioned if significant. “Significant” is an inexact term in qualitative research, but here
implies a minimum threshold of multiple participants in multiple groups.

What are participants’ overall experiences with the MFIP system?

Some participants reported having been not only helped but also strongly motivated and
supported by their MFIP workers. However, this pattern is rare among the participants in
these focus groups, and a large number of participants perceive MFIP as unsupportive
and demeaning. Many feel that “the system” not only does not care, but is in fact
designed to hide benefits and discourage independence.

Participants’ main point of contact MFIP policy on monitoring and supporting

. . . . . progress:
with welfare is typically with the job “At the heart of MFIP Employment services is

counselor. The relationship established | a social contract between the participant and

with this worker appears to affect their government... To ensure that the social contract
is upheld, it is critical that you assume the role

of monitoring participants in meeting program
their success. The relationship is expectations. Monitoring in MFIP has two separate
hampered by the complexity of the objectives...: §upport the participant’s progress
o toward becoming employed, remaining employed,
rules the worker must administer, large | and transitioning to a job that will take them off
caseloads resulting in limited time for assistance. ... ensure compliance with MFIP
Employment Services policy” ... “Experience
and sound professional judgment will be central
obligations for monitoring compliance. | to effectively meeting both objectives discussed
above.” (ES Manual, Sec. 4.3.10, 06/2000)

overall impressions, and possibly also

individual recipients, and stringent
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Discussions suggest that many participants perceive their relationship with MFIP as a

contract, with expectations and obligations on both sides: they are supposed to comply
with requirements and work to become self-supporting, and MFIP is supposed to provide
the help they need to become self-sufficient within five years. Most appear to feel that

this is a fair deal, although many say that the five-year restriction is unrealistic and
therefore unfair. Participants from several groups complained that the deal is one-sided
in its actual operation, and that MFIP workers tend to emphasize what the system needs

from them while neglecting to provide what they need from the system. Some feel that
rules or supports are actually being hidden from them, either deliberately or through a

lack of training of the workers.

Finding #1: Most participants in the focus groups accept the basic
premise of welfare as a social contract, under which MFIP provides
the help they need to become self-sufficient, while they comply with its
rules and reporting requirements and work to become self-supporting.
However, many participants find that MFIP in its actual operations is
demeaning or even hostile rather than supportive. Some feel the
system deliberately hides rules and benefits, and is designed to

discourage true independence.

Findings are presented here first about participants’ experiences with individual workers

(mainly job counselors) and the way in which that relationship does or does not work,
then about the effects of certain structural features (complexity of rules and size of
caseloads). The next part of this section describes participants’ experiences with

sanctions. The section concludes with a review of factors which, although they are
outside the welfare system, have a significant effect on participants’ success in the
welfare system: discrimination, child support, and housing.

Participants’ perceptions of MFIP
workers

As noted in the introduction,
participants did not always distinguish
in their comments between issues that
are part of the design of the welfare
system and those that occur as a result
of intended or unintended local
variation. Their interactions are with
their workers — most often their job
counselors — who become for them the
embodiment of the system as a whole.

MFIP policy on worker discretion:

MFIP workers (financial workers or job counselors)
are given discretion to determine who is referred
to Employment Services and who is exempt from
the work requirement. Job counselors also have
discretion to determine who is exempted from the
work requirement after the initial eight week job
search. They are asked to assess the participant’s
ability to obtain and retain employment, identify
participants with obvious barriers to employment,
identify participants who need refresher classes,
and accept proposals from participants regarding
ESL, training, and farming options. (ES Manual,
Sec. 3.4.20, 04/2001)

In addition, job counselors are asked to use
“professional judgment” regarding sanctions, work
support services, and other critical elements of
the assistance package.
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Discussions indicate that for many, the relationship they establish with this individual
plays a significant role in shaping their attitude toward MFIP, the amount of effort they
invest in cooperating with its expectations, their perception of its fairness, and — for some
— their success in meeting MFIP’s goals of employment and exit. It also affects their
willingness to disclose important but sensitive information that is needed to adjust
requirements and supports to fit their circumstances. Since many participants in these
four populations described circumstances that do not fit well with typical welfare
expectations, the sharing of this information becomes vital to making modifications to
better serve them. However, their cultural norms that inhibit sharing sensitive personal
information makes it necessary to also address the issue of effective caseworker-client
communication.

Where the relationship was positive, participants gave glowing testimonials. Across all
types of groups, participants cite as helpful those job counselors who encourage them,
show they care, and are easy to talk to, and those who help them (rather than just telling
them) to look for and get jobs, or help them learn how to do so. For example, a White
financial worker provided emergency transportation to an African American woman in a
rural area while she found her first job, and later vouched for her when she was unfairly
accused of fraudulently misrepresenting her child care hours; an American Indian job
counselor understood a northern Minnesota woman’s need to have some autonomy in
identifying her goals and her path toward reaching them; a “bossy” job counselor in
Duluth provided emotional support for her African American client’s aspirations and
feelings, and made sure she had follow-up help after finding a job. On a different, and
more replicable, level of involvement, an American Indian man in Minneapolis described
a job counselor who was not discouraged by his reticence and continued to let him know
what he had to do; he acknowledged, with no evidence of resentment, that as a result he
made more progress toward finding a stable job than he would otherwise have done, or
had accomplished with a different, less persistent worker.

Yes, I have a Native American lady [job counselor] from [name of reservation],
which was really nice. I went from a non-Native who couldn’t understand me,
and then we butted heads. I got hooked up with a Native American [job
counselor] and she was very supportive and encouraging and helped me
through...That’s because she was Native American and she understood where |
was at in my life. — American Indian

I think I’m special, to my worker. I feel like I can get extra. When anything
comes in her office that she thinks benefits me, she gives me a call. 1 don’t think
she does that with all of her clients like that. It’s a different little program that I
got on as far as getting ready to go back to school, and I don’t think she...I mean,
I think it is favoritism within the system. But it’s who your worker is, and who is
she, like you, how you talked to her, how you communicate. I think I’'m very
special to my MFIP worker. — African American
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My [MFIP] employment counselor became my mentor. She has given me a lot
of help, to talk to about my feelings, how things are going in my life. // [ was on
MFIP a long time ago. The workers were most helpful. — African American

My worker is a nice lady. She does what she can to help you get a job, tells you
what you have to report to her, and she tells me what to do. She’s bossy. She
called me twice a month about getting a job. I love it here. She wrote a letter to
me, asking what I needed for my last six months. It’s been a great experience. —
African American

My job counselor has been very helpful. Without my job counselor I wouldn’t
be able to find job. — Hmong

I don’t want to change anything. I think my job counselor does difficult work
I and my worker makes a difference for me. — Hmong

Less often encountered, but even more frequently wished-for, are job counselors who
understand the participant’s life experiences and background (sometimes but not always
this included a reference to being from the same racial or national background or social
class), and those who make the effort to listen and understand the individual's and
family's unique circumstances and needs. Also important across types of groups is
having a worker who explains the system and its rules and benefits, gives options, and
includes the participant in decisions instead of dictating.

The examples of positive rapport and encouragement show what can be accomplished by
dedicated workers and participants. Other participants indicate that their experiences
with MFIP workers were neither particularly good or bad, but just what they would
expect from a bureaucracy: “I think most of them do most of their job,” as one Hmong
participant expressed it.

The difference that most commonly separates the positive experiences from the more
numerous negative experiences is the participant’s perception of whether the worker is on
their side, that is, sees their job as helping them more than as controlling them. The
Employment Services Manual makes clear that the state expects job counselors to do both
of these functions; the focus group results suggest that there is a wide range in how job
counselors balance the two roles. The evidence (through participants’ eyes) suggests that
the workers are under more pressure to be diligent on the monitoring than on the
supporting role.

There was no population, no locality, and no outcome category in which participants did
not describe many examples of disrespectful or arbitrary workers. Problems included
rude and demeaning treatment; requiring face-to-face meetings at times or locations that
imposed burdens on participants; being nearly impossible to reach by telephone (a
complaint mainly in the Twin Cities area); frequent turnover in workers, undermining

The issues behind the outcomes 36 Wilder Research Center, April 2003



whatever relationship or familiarity might have been established; paperwork that was
lost, processed late, or processed wrong, with the penalty for lateness or errors being
imposed on the participant; and decisions about work supports being made in arbitrary or
excessively controlling ways. Several Somali participants reported that their MFIP
workers only want to tell them what they need to do, but no one ever tells them what
services they are eligible for (such as driving classes).

Focus group participants gave conflicting messages about the desirability of individualized
treatment by their MFIP workers. On the one hand, in many groups from all of the ethnic
backgrounds, participants stated that they wished their MFIP workers would look at their
individual circumstances (such as having a disabled spouse, health problems, or a special
needs child) before imposing the strict work requirements and 60-month time limits. On the
other hand, participants from many groups, especially African American and Somali, said
that the MFIP workers are selective about whom they tell about certain programs or benefits.

Many American Indian and African American participants appear to put more trust in
information about MFIP that they hear from fellow recipients than they do in information
given through official sources. From some examples in the group discussions where
facilitators, advisors, or researchers have relevant knowledge, it is evident that the
information that is shared among recipients may often be incomplete or misleading.
However, on other occasions it is of great value, as when a participant learned at the focus
group that gas vouchers might be provided to help with the cost of driving to interviews or
work. In four years, no job counselor had mentioned this to her.

But if you don’t know, they’re not going to tell you. // They’re not going to tell
you. [all agree]. // With any programs, if you don’t know what’s available // they
won’t tell you // they’re not going to just volunteer to tell you [all agree]. // They
won’t volunteer any information. — African American

Also there are a lot of benefits that we’re eligible for and no one tells us about,
[such as] learning how to drive expenses [i.e., help paying for driving lessons]
and so on. — Somali

MFIP workers need more education and need to learn client’s rights, for
example, [ have a right to learn driving and they give me the money to learn.
Instead they won’t tell you because they don’t know the system. — Somali

Experiences such as this tend to reinforce some participants’ convictions that workers
only tell them part of what they need to know, and in particular withhold from them
information about programs that might help them.
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In the context of their history of experiencing racial discrimination, and their perception
of on-going bias in a range of social programs, this perception of the selectiveness of
MFIP’s help appears to lead many participants, especially African Americans, to feel
ambivalent about the desirability of individualized treatment based on individual
circumstances. In principle, they are strongly in favor of such treatment. However, in
their experience, differential treatment has more often been associated with discrimination.
In almost every instance when a participant mentioned an occasion when someone had
been treated differently from someone else, it was to cite it as an example of favoritism or
discrimination, not as a helpful response to unique circumstances.

It is impossible from this study to provide a thorough and balanced picture of the
interactions between participants and workers. Focus group discussions provide only one
side of any given story, and a tale of woe from one participant tends to prompt other
participants to tell their own to top it. However, the groups were not one-sided gripe
sessions. The focus group protocol successfully elicited positive as well as negative
experiences. In addition, in several different groups, participants volunteered that the
system’s tendency to treat recipients with suspicion had resulted in part from the fact that
some recipients had abused the system, especially before the TANF changes. Given this
evidence that the focus group questions did not disproportionately prompt stories of bad
treatment at the hands of MFIP workers, the pervasive and detailed nature of the
participants’ stories, across all types of groups, suggests that MFIP policies may not
consistently be implemented as written. It also suggests that there may be problems with
communication between recipients and caseworkers, and that workers may not
consistently treat recipients with respect.

Participants’ expectations and preferences

In their experiences with a welfare policy that is designed to be the same for all, but
flexible enough to allow for some worker discretion, different recipients bring different
backgrounds, skills, personalities, beliefs, family circumstances, and hopes. It is
reasonable to assume that these different perspectives not only shape their own responses
to the welfare program, but also affect how welfare workers use their discretionary
authority to shape the welfare system’s response to the individual.

Members of these four populations may face some barriers in effective communication
with their MFIP workers beyond those faced by other recipients, and Hmong and Somali
participants similarly may face barriers beyond the simple language barrier of any other
immigrant group. Besides the traumas associated with their experiences as refugees,
these additional barriers relate to certain culturally-based styles of communication and
relationship-building. Further study, with a more ethnographic method, would be needed

The issues behind the outcomes 38 Wilder Research Center, April 2003



to confirm whether these preferences affect participants significantly, but there are some
indications from the focus groups that they may.

A few participants in all four populations mentioned the discomfort they have felt in
settings (MFIP offices, classes or trainings, or workplaces) where they were the only
person of their cultural group there. For Hmong and Somali participants, part of the
discomfort arose from their inability to communicate in English, and it was clear that part
of the discomfort for American Indians and African Americans was because of their
personal experiences with prejudice and racism.

Prejudice exists. Cops antagonize Indians — making war whoops. Abuse exists.
You’re better off working around Indian people, your own people. — American Indian

[In a group with no tape transcript, the note taker recorded that one participant] told
how she worked at a law firm where she was the only Black person. She said they
watched her all the time, and monitored her calls. — African American

Although few participants explicitly identified communication styles as a problem, there
were some indirect indications that these might also be affecting participants’ outcomes.
One African American woman specifically mentioned that African Americans’ behaviors
are commonly misinterpreted by Whites, leading to problems with co-workers. The same
kind of misunderstanding of different groups’ norms could clearly also affect the
communication between a participant and a job counselor from a different culture.

For Hmong participants, the main frustration relating to communication was their
inability to read all the letters and notices they received, or to understand the messages on
the workers’ voice mail machines. However, aside from these ordinary kinds of language
barriers, a few Hmong participants suggested that they had not told their workers about
some of the problems they had with MFIP, evidently from an assumption that the workers
would be unable or unwilling to do anything about it. In one group, the participants
thanked the facilitators for coming and asking about their experiences, because “there’s
no way we can tell anyone.”

It’s good that you two [facilitators] came because something like this or
something about our workers or what we don’t like about our workers we can tell
you about it. Otherwise, there’s no way we can tell anyone or other. Our
problems, too much... The reasons many commit suicide was because the system
in this country is too strict. There’s no other way to help ourselves. — Hmong
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Hmong advisors for the study have pointed out that in Hmong culture it is felt that in case
of a conflict or misunderstanding, it is better not to confront it directly and risk making it
worse. Instead, one would approach a third party who could discuss it informally and try
to identify a resolution that would not cause either party to feel they had been put in the
wrong. According to advisors, Hmong recipients would also tend not to ask for a job
counselor (or employer) to repeat or clarify an instruction or piece of information, because
that would rudely imply poor communication on the part of the speaker. Instead, they
would wait and hope to figure it out from observation.

In American Indian groups, the facilitators were not surprised to find that participants
were slow to share their personal experiences and opinions even with other American
Indians whom they did not already know, and in a setting with few potentially harmful
consequences of sharing the information. There were suggestions from a few of the
participants, in the ways they described their interactions with their job counselors, that
many of them would not readily share with their workers the kinds of personal
information that MFIP routinely expects and requires.

Among Somali participants, as among the Hmong, the greatest culturally-related barrier
was the language difference. Also of importance were some of the practices of their
Muslim faith, of which many employers and MFIP workers are unaware, and which may
lead job counselors to recommend unsuitable work environments. Other than these,
another pattern that appears to be culturally-related is the greater tendency among many
Somali participants compared to members of the other populations to describe their
relationship with MFIP’s employment services in a business-like manner, stressing the
uneven implementation of the “social contract.” From their perspective, MFIP
emphasizes the responsibilities of recipients unduly, while neglecting to uphold the
government’s responsibility by providing the necessary work supports to help recipients
progress toward self-sufficiency.

Participants did not express much hope about remedying the disrespectful treatment by
caseworkers. There were some expressions of support for the value of better training for
workers of any cultural group, to help them understand clients of varying cultural groups.

Maybe if they were more supportive instead of directive, I know that’s not always
possible because they have such big caseloads, but if they had support programs
for people, and if they gave their workers more diversity trainings, more cultural-
oriented trainings. all cultures are different, and it doesn’t have anything to do
with race, it has to do with how you were raised, and what’s normal for you. And
what’s normal for one person is way different for somebody else. — African
American
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There was more discussion, especially in the African American groups, of the importance
of hiring more welfare workers of the same cultural group as their clients. The U.S.-born
participants had different perspectives than the immigrant groups on the desirability of
hiring more minority caseworkers. In groups where the topic came up (typically outside
the Twin Cities), the majority of African American and American Indian participants
reported wanting someone of their own race in the MFIP offices. Further, several African
American participants also stated that the MFIP workers should be former MFIP recipients,
because they felt just as out of place trying to deal with a middle-class, college-educated
African American MFIP worker as they did dealing with the White MFIP workers. In
general, American Indian participants reported that they prefer Tribal services to county
services, but some participants report that Tribal services may be as apt to impose unfair
sanctions as county providers, or to show favoritism in hiring.

I think they should have workers they have been on MFIP. [The workers we
have now] never experienced it. More experience with living it. They only go
by books. — American Indian

Sometimes it depends on who you are and what family you come from. If you
worked for a long time at some job, it helps. // It depends on who you are
related to. // The higher up’s generally have their own family members
employed. — American Indian

Hire people who understand the culture. If I was, as an African American male,
an MFIP worker I would listen to people, not prejudge, treat all people with
dignity and respect. Many workers treat you like you’re dumb and lazy and it
comes across when they meet you. I would also have a budget for a follow-up
plan after people are off welfare, follow-up for at least 2-3 years. — African
American

Have more women of color meet with other women of color. // Caseworkers
should be women of color, it’s a race issue, so we need women of color, which
would better help move us off the system. / Have more African American
people living in [name of city]. — African American

MFIP should put more African Americans in the government center on the front
line. They need to create this position to serve, to help people get a foot in the
door, help people complete the application and learn the interviewing process. //
[They should] have more African American counselors who have been through
the [name of city] system. Also, they need more professional African Americans
in the office because of the diversity in [name of city]. — African American
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I really believe people do understand their own kind. The new people
[foreigners], they come down there to the welfare office, they have their own
people to serve them. We don’t have our own kind to serve us, who understand
us, talk our talk and walk our walk. / We have a lot of White folks in our faces,
looking down on us, making us feel bad about ourselves. // They have reps for
the Somalians, Chinese, and whatever else they have down there. — African
American

When you talk about people who have jobs with [name] County, they want
someone aboard to make $70,000 to make decisions about what it is they can do
to help us. You don’t get paid $70,000 if you’re going to come up with answers
to help me. — African American

They should hire a Black person as a [MFIP] worker. I have never seen one here.
The workers come from better places, [so they don’t] know our heritage or
culture. [They can’t] relate to our problems with compassion or empathy. —
African American

In contrast, there was mixed opinion from the Somali and Hmong participants on the
value of having MFIP workers from their own cultural populations. Some of the foreign-
born participants reported appreciating or wanting MFIP workers who can communicate
in their native language, but others reported having been treated badly by fellow
immigrants, and still others felt that American-born MFIP workers know the ins and outs
of the system better and can provide better service. Study advisors suggested two other
reasons why Hmong and Somali MFIP recipients might prefer not to have MFIP workers
from their own ethnic groups. First, the Somali and Hmong communities in Minnesota
are close-knit, so recipients may have concerns about confidentiality when dealing with
someone from their same background. Second, both groups are strongly clan-oriented,
and inter-clan tensions may lead workers to use their discretionary authority in unfair
ways. This is more likely to be true for Somali participants, whose inter-clan tensions are
still close to the surface, in light of the ongoing civil strife in Somalia.

[I wish MFIP would] change to have face-to-face live interpreters. // [l wish
MFIP would] change so that some of the workers are bilingual because the
workers now are not bilingual. — Hmong

When calling the MFIP worker at office, we want a Hmong interpreter. Don’t
put us on hold. We can’t speak English and we don’t know what’s going on. We
want our calls go directly to the Hmong social worker. — Hmong
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My [MFIP] worker is stuck-up, they acted like they don’t even want to help me.
Their faces and actions were so obvious; sometimes they wouldn’t even look at
us and they only talk to the walls. I would rather have a different worker than
what [ have now. // 1have a variety of MFIP workers. All the others were okay
but had a few Hmong and one Cambodian or Vietnamese MFIP worker and they
were terrible at servicing me. // I only have Hmong MFIP workers and they all
bad. They acted like I was not serviceable. They were stuck up and did not
service me to the level that [ needed. All were bad, if [ had my choices, I’d
rather have others for MFIP workers. — Hmong

[MFIP should] find more qualified workers, workers that have people skills,
workers that love people, to help us. We have so many workers, most are
Hmong. They are terrible and arrogant. They won’t even assist us until our final
notice and sometime they even help MFIP to stop our assistance. — Hmong

The immigrant workers don’t know the rights of their clients. They are afraid
they may get into trouble and they avoid everything. MFIP workers and the
employment service providers tell you only what they need from you. But the
worst problem is they never tell us our own rights and understand our different
needs. Once [ was 7 months pregnant my counselor said you’d get a job.
American-born social workers said, you go home and can’t look for job now.
— Somali

Structural features

Less visible to welfare recipients than the job counselors, MFIP’s procedural requirements
are numerous and complex, not only for the recipient but for the MFIP workers as well.
They include a mix of paperwork and meetings, with job counselors given much latitude
for discretion to determine the frequency of meetings that may be required. Telephone
contacts may supplement the in-person and mailed communications. The relationship that
is established between the recipient and the job counselor has the potential to shape the
recipient’s experience and success with MFIP in significant ways, through its effect on the
recipient’s factual understanding of MFIP rules, and the recipient’s attitude and motivation
to comply with them. The policy governing MFIP provides for both positive and negative
incentives for recipients, including on the one side the work supports and financial incentives
described in the sections that follow, and on the other side sanctions for non-compliance.

Participants’ comments reflect the complexity of MFIP’s rules in a variety of ways, but
most seem unaware of the full range of information that their workers are required to
know and act on. Only a few participants report that they were given information about
more than one possible course of action and allowed or helped to choose between them.
Most were simply told, at any given time, what they had to do. Without a full knowledge
of the policy, they have little choice but to abide by the worker’s directions or accept a
sanction. There is an appeals and conciliation process available, but the evidence
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(discussed below in the section on sanctions) suggests that many participants do not
regard it as an option likely to be helpful.

The caseworkers’ manual details a long list of information that must be presented at the
MFTIP Orientation (the first step once an applicant has been found eligible), and another
long list for the Employment Services Overview, typically about a month later. The
mandated information includes a general overview of the overall MFIP process and
information about recipients’ rights as well as their obligations. Few participants referred
in the focus groups to these meetings (which for all of them would have occurred about
four years earlier), but several comments from a variety of groups indicate that recipients
may sometimes be overwhelmed and confused by the amount of information they
receive.

The recipient’s first meeting with the job counselor is also governed by a long list of
mandatory elements that must be included (see box on Initial Assessment, page 59).
Comments from participants suggest that some of these elements may often be omitted or
covered in a cursory manner only.

The complexity of the rules is reflected in several participants’ comments that as soon as
they had complied with the requests of their caseworker, the worker immediately put new
demands before them. Since many participants appeared to have difficulty comprehending
complicated information, it is understandable that a worker would try to avoid confusion
by only presenting a limited amount of information at one time. However, the practice of
introducing information a bit at a time appears to have led some participants to feel that
the system deliberately makes their life harder by “[putting] little stumbling blocks in
your way,” just when they think they have done what was asked of them, because they
had not understood that there would be more asked of them afterward.

I found that it’s like you want to comply with their rules and everything ... / and
they throw something else at you. // It’s always something else; now that you have
this part done, now we’re going to have you do this now. // Well I just did all of
that, and I’m trying to...I thought I was done with all of that. Now you’re trying to
tell me here I have to do some more paperwork and go through some more stuff
and jump through some more hoops there so I can get this little $50 that you’re
giving me?

Comments from study advisors suggest that job counselors’” work loads make it
unrealistic to expect a more comprehensive presentation of the rules and process, or a
more thorough coverage of the first assessment topics. Recognizing the difficulties
caused in the early years of MFIP by large caseloads, in 2000 the Legislature increased
Employment Services funding by 33 percent (or about $12 million per year), mainly to
reduce caseload size. After a slight reduction in funding in 2002 (by about $2 million per
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year), the average caseload for a job counselor at the time of the study is between 80 and
100, and job counselors on the study’s advisory committee estimate that between two-
thirds and three-quarters of their time is spent processing the required paperwork. With
80 clients, a job counselor has about two hours per month to help any given client, of
which around 45 minutes is available for personal contact or accessing resources.

Several participants recognized that their MFIP workers are overworked, and are
themselves under pressure from their supervisors and the requirements of the overall
welfare system. One commented sympathetically on the difficulty that must be involved
in handling what she assumed was 20 clients:

Those workers that are down there are overworked too. They’ve got piles and
piles of papers, and they have all this stuff they’re trying to do, and they’ve got
20 caseloads, they’re trying to input paperwork, so it is so much more than we
can even see. When you look beyond the people at the front, you’ve got all these
people over them. — African American

Another suggested meeting both recipients’ job needs and the welfare offices’ obvious (to
her) staffing needs by giving recipients jobs answering phones, tending fax machines, and
filing.

However, many participants only perceive a system that holds them to the letter of every
obligation on their part, under threat of sanction, while often failing to live up to its own
side of the deal. They perceive these systematic failings in three main kinds of ways:
excessive (and intrusive) paperwork demands; inaccessibility of workers to provide
information and answer questions; and, consequently, evidence that the system must be
intended to hide benefits and protections from participants.

While the complaint about paperwork is hardly new or surprising, the discussions provide
insights into some of the variety of reasons why this aspect of the welfare system is so
distressing to participants from these four cultural populations.

Many are unable to read the forms, but embarrassed or ashamed to ask for help.

Too much papers. We need assistance in reading or interpreting notice
documents. What other ways can they help us?? We don’t know anything, we
are not educated, we are just wanting more help, will there be help or more
money for our elders, or for the handicap? We would like our worker to help us
with the paperwork or point us to the right thing to do. [Many said they don’t
know what to say or they don’t know what to change.] — Hmong
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There’s so much paperwork. And most of us in the system, a lot of us have a
hard time filling out basic paperwork. And they know this! So that’s the first
thing they do! “Fill this out, and give it back.” (much agreement: “Mmm hmm.”
“I hate paperwork.”) And sometimes we have a hard time with asking for help.
“How do I fill this out?...” (much agreement: “That’s the hardest part, asking
for help.”) - African American

For those with marginal literacy or organizational skills, the time and effort needed to
complete the forms may be significant. The stress of the effort is compounded by an
additional layer of anxiety because any mistake may result in a significant loss of income.

They know that’s what our weak point is, so of course they’re going to tell us to
fill out these papers, because first of all, they think most of us are illiterate
anyway. (“Mmm hmm. Exactly.”) So you’re going to say, “... I’m not going to
fill this out, I'm going to put this to the side.” So they already gave us something
to defeat ourselves, and the first thing they’re going to say is, [mocking voice] “I
gave it to her, but she never gave it back.” [much agreement] And then they’ll
say, “Well, we gave you the opportunity to work, so the first thing we’re going to
do is we’re going scratch the stamps, we’re going to suspend you, we’re going to
put you on delay with the money.” And then, again, our focus is gone, our desire
is gone, our drive of the ideas of wanting to do something. You get discouraged
about it. — African American

Paperwork appears to be most onerous at transition times (into or out of work, into or out
of MFIP), and during the job search or job preparation period. These are also the times
during which participants are most likely to be experiencing crises or major changes in
their lives. Such crises and transitions generally require the participant to deal with urgent
matters that are more immediate than the need to fill out one more form one more time.

Right now [my daughter]’s been sanctioned for 2 months, she hasn’t gotten a
grant for 2 months, because when she was working they said that she was making
too much money, and then her hours were cut, and we had a lot of tragedies in
our family in the last few months, ... she lost her brother, and things have just
been kind of crazy for her, so she’s not working right now, and they cut her off
for two months because they said they didn’t get her paperwork in on time, and
... it was maybe a day or two late, because things have been kind of going crazy
with our family right now. — African American

Besides the need to complete the paperwork, many forms also require the recipients to
attach specific forms of documentation, such as pay stubs or records of child care hours
or job search activities. According to a few participants, this may involve a substantial
additional expenditure of time to pull together the documentation and make a trip
somewhere to make photocopies. For families struggling to pay the rent and food bills,
the additional cash expense for the extra transportation, copying, and postage on a regular
basis may not be trivial. For individuals having a hard time managing the combination of
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work and family responsibilities, it may be hard to also keep track of and complete their
paperwork as regularly as required.

I yelled at him [job counselor] the other day. All that paperwork, and you have
to reapply every 6 months, give them your employment information, calendars.
It’s ridiculous. I just can’t do it. And try to remember it, and my job, and run my
own house. If you figure out a way, call me. — American Indian

The demands for paperwork, with strict insistence on its timely submission no matter
how many other problems the recipient has to deal with, is paired in participants’ stories
with the difficulty of making contact with their workers (particularly in the Twin Cities)
to get timely answers to their questions, and the delays that many had experienced with
their workers’ processing of their paperwork.

I I went to go to the doctor and [they] said I didn’t have medical, because my
worker didn’t put my paperwork in at the time...it’s always something, there’s
been so many errors. So many times when I’ve sent them paperwork, “I didn’t
get it”, or “We didn’t receive it”. Or, they just didn’t input it. I’ve had my
daycare provider saying, “I didn’t get my paperwork or my check.” — African
American

When they are able to see their job counselors, many report that the workers are unable or
unwilling to provide help, either with explanations or with more material supports that
are part of the program.

This man [job counselor] is sitting here rationing out [bus tokens] to her
[participant’s daughter], so he has all the control, and that doesn’t give her any
self-esteem or any self-confidence to go out and try to do anything. All that does
is just make her want to say Forget it, and throw her hands up. And they need to
actually look at the process of what they’re doing to people, because they’re not
helping people to want to move forward, what they’re doing is demoralizing
people, they’re making them frustrated... I feel that the system these days really
does work against people. It doesn’t work with people, it works against them.
And people get off MFIP because they get frustrated and they don’t want to deal
with it any more. And then they end up falling in a hole and not being able to dig
themselves out. — African American

When you talk about the workers, I’ve had some good workers and some bad
workers, and when I say bad workers I had some people who were really
incompetent; who were very unprofessional, very rude, and I have been treated
like a second-class citizen because I receive a grant. I have endured rudeness on
the phone because I’ve asked things. — African American

Too strict. We don’t know about MFIP expectations and regulations. It is hard
and don’t know what to do — it is like bird in a cage. — Hmong
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My job counselor can’t help me find work. They told me I have to go to their
office, and if [ don’t I won’t receive any more assistance. I did just that for 5
days and didn’t get job, so I stopped [going]. — Hmong

It’s funny how America works, when they want to help you they will but when
they don’t, they treat you worse than an animal. This is pathetic. // It was hard
for me because I can only read but I don’t understand what I was reading. They
told me to find work but they didn’t provide any leads or help on how to find
work. It’s frustrating. It was hard and saddens me because I was told to come to
America and they will help us and when we are here we were treated so unfairly
or like animals. When we were offer help, they did just that, but when they don’t
want to help us anymore, they push and shoved us like bunch of animals that
don’t have life. This is a mental treatment that they are doing to us. They lied to
us to come to America for torment only. — Hmong

They send too much letters that I can’t keep up with their needs. Although I need
some help instead I closed their file. // They change the workers too often. //
Very hard to get hold of your worker. Always answering machine is on for them
and no one calls you back at the time of the needy. Few days later one may do,
but still it’s hard to get hold on. — Somali

I was asked by my worker not to sit around while I was waiting for her. I came
earlier, can’t sit front door, and I was angry. She said if I'm late, she will close
my file — they don’t treat us fair. — Somali

Some people treat you good, others treat you bad. One time I asked mileage
reimbursement from my worker, she put me down and I felt she was talking to
me as a 4 year old child. — Somali

My husband they call him while he’s working and always interview after
interview. You are not out of them. Also the 5 year limit needed to be increased.
A lot of people finish their five year limit without knowing the rules and
regulations. There was a time they send me $2 and they counted that money with
my five year limit. If I’d know I’d cut their cash. — Somali

While Somali participants most often commented on the government’s disappointing
performance of its obligations under the welfare contract, it was clear from the discussions
that members of all four populations felt that the system held much more stringent
performance expectations for recipients than for itself. This was evident from participants’
discussions about paperwork (which they could be sanctioned for turning in one or two
days late, but which workers often processed more slowly). It was evident also in their
descriptions of the ways in which information was exchanged, where they had to disclose
“the whole family history down to the dog,” but workers often neglected to tell them even
basic information about rules or supports that might make a big difference.
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A final frustration that was evident from the nature of participants’ comments on a variety
of experiences with MFIP was the importance of dignity and autonomy, and the degree to
which MFIP stripped them of both. Several American Indian participants stressed the
importance of making their own decisions, and others described experiences in which they
had preferred to accept sanctions rather than comply with rules or expectations that they
felt were not appropriate to their goals or their families’ well-being. Somali and Hmong
participants described being treated as “less than human” by workers, and several Somali
and American Indian participants expressed desire for more choice in the programs offered
to them. African Americans spoke of having their enthusiasms and aspirations belittled
and discouraged. Across all four populations, participants report that the program intended
to promote self-reliance is depriving them of opportunities to make choices on their own, or
undermining the very outcomes it is designed to promote.

I’ve been employed since I’ve been on MFIP, except for the time when I ... had
my child, I’ve been employed since then, and I still get these dates, that [ need to
come in and speak with an employment counselor. I’ve got to take off work to
talk to an employment counselor when I’m currently employed? That doesn’t
make any sense to me. But they don’t want to pay any time, and I have to take
off work, take one of my sick times or the time I’ve accrued to see you about
something that I already have. It doesn’t make any sense to me. — African
American

In all of the populations except Hmong, some focus group participants reported that they
had left MFIP not because of employment or increased income, but only in order to be
relieved of the requirements of the system. These focused on three points: the disrespectful
treatment, the onerous (some said excessively personal) paperwork, and the requirements,
enforced by sanction, that they felt were inappropriate to their circumstances. Two or three
of these individuals alluded to relying on relatives, partners, or friends for support; others
appeared to be struggling.

I lost my semester in college [because MFIP required her to start a job search
immediately], and I didn’t get a job. This discouraged me and I decided not to
look for a job in America. I am not on MFIP and also don’t want to take MFIP.

I will try to create my own business, I’m a teacher, and I volunteer schools to
help the kids succeed, so I will work for free when I can but will never look for a
job. I will try to live and work on my own way. Because these people, who are
called employers are not interested in me, because of my dress code, not anything
else. —Somali
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Sanctions

The purpose of sanctions is to motivate people to cooperate with the system’s
requirements. As with any tool for shaping behavior, the effectiveness of sanctions
depends on people understanding what behavior is expected and what misbehavior is
being punished, and having some control over the behavior being corrected. MFIP’s
sanction policy is designed to work effectively by stipulating that no sanction can be
imposed without providing the participant with a “Notice of Intent to Sanction” and an
opportunity to correct the situation. Furthermore, participants must be notified of their
right to appeal sanctions that they consider unjustified.

However, participants report that in
practice, the situation often does not work
as planned. A substantial proportion of
participants — especially American Indians
and African Americans — report having
been sanctioned at least once. This is borne
out by the administrative data, which show
that over half of American Indian and
African American participants had been
sanctioned at least once, while most Hmong
and Somali participants had not. A large
number of the sanctions or threatened
sanctions that they described had been for
causes that they described as:

B unknown (e.g., they report that they
were never informed of intent to
sanction or reason for sanction)

B trivial (e.g. paperwork turned in one or
two days late)

B unfair (missing an orientation in order
to take a final exam in a college course;
missing a meeting that was cancelled
by the office because of a sports event)

B illegal (required to attend an orientation
when the only means of getting there

MFIP policy on sanctions:

“The Job Counselor is responsible for sending

the participant a Notice of Intent to Sanction form

... This form must note the category of non-

compliance. Options are:

¢ You failed to attend the overview.

¢ You failed to develop a Job Search Support
Plan or Employability Plan.

¢ You failed to meet school attendance
requirements.

¢ You failed to follow through with the Job
Search Support Plan or Employment Plan.

¢ You failed to accept suitable employment.

¢ You quit employment without good cause.

The form also has space to describe what the
participant must do to come into compliance.”
(ES Manual, Sec. 5.2.20, 04-01-99)

“It is the participant’s responsibility to offer ‘good
cause’ reasons for failure to comply. Information
on the opportunity to show good cause is provided
at the overview of Employment Services ... and
on the Notice of Intent to Sanction form. ... If
you are aware that good cause applies, even if
the participant has not claimed good cause,
verify and document the reason and work with
the participant to decide on what the next step
should be. Do not impose a sanction.” (ES
Manual, Sec. 5.3, 04/2001)

“Serious efforts should be made to ensure the
family understands what must be done to come
back into compliance. ... Provide the client every
opportunity to cure the sanction and offer the
necessary support and assistance.” (ES Manual,
Sec. 5.6.10, 04-01-99)

was to drive with an invalid license; refusing
a job when the participant had no child care)
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What it’s not fair is to close your file without even knowing. Even now they
cancelled my case because they said I didn’t fill out the child support forms,
which I didn’t even receive them. — Somali

The loss of income from the sanction, especially when it was unexpected and for
unknown reasons, was reported to have often resulted in further disruption and
destabilization for families already struggling. On the other hand, when the behavior
being sanctioned was felt by the participant to be necessary for the family’s well-being
(for example, refusing to put a child in a child care setting that she had reason to believe
was unsafe), some participants reported preferring to take repeated sanctions rather than
compromise their parental obligations.

I My kid was at the day care where they set him up to go; they’re supposed to get

him off the bus — nope — the cops had to bring him home, and it looked bad on
me. So I just pulled him out and said, go ahead and sanction me. I’'m trying to
explain it to the cops, it was her fault. — American Indian

Some participants had successfully appealed their sanctions, and some of these showed
some resentment at the necessity of doing so. Other participants had not appealed, even
for sanctions they perceived as unfair or illegal. Indirect evidence from participants,
clarified by discussions with facilitators and service providers from the ethnic
populations, suggests that some recipients may prefer not to use the appeals process to
remedy abuses because:

B They do not know about the appeals process;

B They feel hopeless or powerless; that the system is designed to deny them a voice,
and is no more likely to be fair in the appeals process than in any other aspect with
which the participant has had contact already; or

B In their cultural context, confronting a conflict is only likely to make it worse.

Participants who had experienced sanctions often reported that they did not understand
how they were expected to change their behavior to prevent future sanctions. There is
reason to believe that in some of the instances described the workers may have followed
the policies, but that the participants either did not receive the notification or were unable
to understand it. Thus, although the letter of the policy may have been followed, the
intent was still not achieved because the participant did not understand the purpose of the
sanction. The effect is destructive to trust and cooperation. Participants who have
received these sanctions, or whose friends or family members have, are more likely to
express the opinion that the system is designed to keep people down.
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Non-MFIP barriers, supports, and experiences that affect participants’ outcomes

Participants in the focus groups frequently brought up three factors not directly related to
the welfare system itself that they felt nevertheless had a significant effect on their
success within the welfare system. Discrimination, child support, and housing were large
considerations in the daily lives of many of the participants.

Discrimination

Job discrimination is discussed below (see page 69) but some participants also describe
the negative effects of prejudice and discrimination in the community more generally.
American Indian focus group participants describe experiences of discrimination that are
frequent, pervasive, and detrimental to their daily lives, especially in rural areas around
the reservations. Several American Indian participants gave examples of outright racial
hostility that they were subjected to — in stores, on the streets, or in trying to obtain
housing.

African Americans also described widespread and frequent experiences of discrimination,
including in housing, lending, education, child care, and child protection. These came up
more often in the smaller cities where African Americans are a smaller proportion of the
population.

It’s hard, because people of color here have so many issues that keep them stuck.
And one of our greatest issues here in [name of city] is our housing problem.
Now, if you find a place, they usually, you’re going to find the worst place there
is because too many people are not ready for people of color here. ... Because
there’s a housing problem. Not that there are not houses, it’s that we won’t get
them. So, when you find that you have all of these pressures, it kinds of hinders
you from doing what you want to do, even though you have all of this in your
mind what you want to do and you’re consistent about it. But the more you try to
push for it, there’s always something to set you back. So you can’t really see
yourself getting anywhere. // And they don’t understand that. There are
problems. — African American

A few African American participants said they are able to reduce some of the
discrimination because of how they present themselves. There was also some evidence
that some individuals are so accustomed to experiencing discrimination that they perceive
it even when it does not occur. For example, one African American participant said that
even the food shelves give Whites more food. Another member of the same focus group
happened to work at a food shelf and was able to respond that the first participant’s
perception was not true, and that everybody gets the same amount. This interchange
indirectly supports the participants’ pleas for more African Americans as service
providers. Assuming the system actually does provide services in an evenhanded
manner, having people in the position of the second participant, able to speak believably
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about the situation, would give others more reason to believe in the fairness of the system
and thus begin to re-establish its credibility.

Even in our food shelf, they have guidelines, they give White people more when
they go in. // No, not if [name] has something to say about it. // I’m not saying
that just because I work there, but I know because I do see what goes on every
day — and for the most part ... we don’t give White people more food, everybody
goes by the same thing on their card. — African American

Some participants from all populations say they are not comfortable around Whites,
especially if they are the only one of their cultural population in a training program or job.

In addition, some participants from the non-metro groups mentioned feeling out-of-place
or discriminated against in their communities, including feeling they were discriminated
against for being welfare recipients. The discussions were most common in the African
American and American Indian groups, although religious discrimination was frequently
reported by Somali participants. In addition, some African American and American
Indian participants, in several different groups, reported feeling embarrassment or being
harassed when they used their Electronic Benefits Card to pay for groceries from their
Food Stamps benefit.

Child support

The child support system was a sore point both for women and for men, particularly in
the American Indian and African American populations. A few participants reported that
some assistance had been counted against their overall time limit even though the money
they received was only what the other parent had paid in child support. Whether or not
this is true, it is clear that most of these participants do not fully understand how MFIP
interacts with child support, nor how their grant amount can be affected by differences in
child support payments. Several male participants reported that one reason they are not
able to get off welfare is because when they start to bring in some income the system
takes it away for their child support payments. One also mentioned that his driver’s
license had been revoked for non-payment of child support, making it harder for him to
find a well-paying job and therefore harder to begin to catch up on his payments.

[MFIP could] help in getting my driver’s license back, then I’1l be better
equipped to get the kind of job, like a truck driver or waste management. Those
jobs pay $15-20 per hour, but they will not hire me because of their insurance or
policy that you must have a driver’s license. [He lost his driver’s license for
being behind in child support payments.] - African American
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My daughter’s father pays child support. But my other kids’ fathers don’t. And I
think it’s wrong that they would take that money that he gives me for her, and
they would take it and count that as my income. And that means if he gave up
like $600, they are going to take all of that out of my income — and I’m thinking
about the other kids that I have to support. — African American

I don’t know if it’s a separate entity, but child support is a crazy system. I have
not got a dollar of child support in six years ... I did file the child support when I
got MFIP in 1997, and I have not received any money. When I called, they tell
me “well, we got this” or “we’ve been waiting on this paper”. Then they called
me about a year ago and she said — and I’ve been on since 1997 — she said, “we
need copies of birth certificates.” I said, “You’ve had birth certificates since
1997! You should have them!” They said, “Well, we don’t have them on file.”
She said all the copies of birth certificates was down, so what I did was I had
some copies I already had in my file, so I sent them over. — African American

Housing and neighborhood factors

Unlike child care and transportation, housing is not considered a work support, and
except for its emergency grants provision, MFIP does not provide any housing services to
recipients. However, participants’ discussions in these focus groups strongly suggest that
many of them have been handicapped in their efforts to get or keep work because of
unstable housing. Several participants mentioned that SSI and other safety net programs
make adjustments for inflation, but that the basic MFIP benefit level has not increased to
cover the rising cost of housing. In many African American and American Indian focus
groups in the Twin Cities, participants reported serious difficulty with access to decent,
affordable housing, and some reported being forced to live in unsafe neighborhoods due
to their inability to afford anything else. Quite a few participants, across populations and
regions, fear an increase in crime after the MFIP time limits begin to take effect. Several
American Indian respondents in various groups reported moving back to the reservations
or making plans to move back, for this reason.

And just like she said, the cost of living has gone up ... looking back seven years
ago, when I was paying $385 and then getting $432, I was barely making it; [ was
single, by myself, and barely paying my [utility] bill. Waiting once a year for the
[Energy Assistance Program] thing to open up to pay my whole year of electricity.
And T think it’s, it’s just hard. One-bedrooms are going $550 or $6