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very working parent struggles to address both work
and family needs. The issues involved—meeting the
demands of employment and trying to afford the rising costs of health care coverage and other basic
needs, while also ensuring that one’s children are in
safe, supportive environments—are always difficult.
However, these issues particularly impact low- and middleincome families who are also struggling to attain and maintain
self-sufficiency.
“Work supports,” such as child care assistance, health
care coverage, food support, and earned income tax credits,
ensure a critical foundation for these families. By helping families meet their basic needs, work supports stabilize families
and thus encourage employment and job retention. Indeed,
work supports have proven to be effective at keeping families
off welfare programs.1 Perhaps most importantly for children,
work supports help families avoid living in poverty.

For many reasons, families may be accessing only some of the
work supports for which they are eligible. Other families are
not accessing any available work supports.
Targeted outreach, informed by current levels of participation, is necessary. Of families who are eligible for
Minnesota’s work support programs, how many are actually
getting the help they need, and who are the families who
aren’t? National research suggests that certain demographic
groups (e.g., former welfare recipients, families with many
children, immigrant groups) are less likely to participate in
some work support programs. Moreover, because many work
supports and their outreach activities are administered at the
county level, it is also likely that geographic differences affect
participation levels. Unfortunately, we lack many of the numbers needed to answer these questions, and, as will be discussed, some of the available numbers only distort the picture.
The following report estimates the participation rates of

Living in poverty has devastating effects on children’s
development, but even small increases in a family’s income—
as little as $372 per month over three years—can improve the
outcomes.2 For this reason, public policies that help increase
families’ income by supporting and rewarding work and helping families meet their basic financial needs have crucial
implications for children.3 Research confirms that full participation in current work support programs by all eligible families would have a significant impact—23 percent fewer families would live in poverty and 69 percent fewer would live
below 50 percent of the federal poverty line.4,5 This would
have translated to about 28,000 fewer Minnesota children living in poverty in 2000.
In addition, because some work supports are federally
funded, full participaResearch confirms that full
tion would benefit
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Minnesota’s economy
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by returning more of
our federal tax dollars
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four basic work supports in Minnesota in 1999—food support,
child care assistance, health care coverage, and income support in the form of the income tax credits. A statewide participation rate is provided for each work support, but regional differences are also discussed. Finally, these estimates are
compared to those by other national and state researchers.
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of increased spending.
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For example, if 1,000
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program, our state
economy would receive an additional $162,000 in federal funds
per month, spent immediately on food; this translates to an additional $1.944 million this year.6 Moreover, those dollars have a
multiplier effect in the local economy.
All eligible Minnesota families should get all the work
supports for which they are eligible, but this is not the case.
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Methodology
To assess participation rates for each of the four work
supports, program participation data was compared to data
from the 2000 U.S. Census. In particular, state administrative
data was used to determine the number of individuals who
utilized each of the work supports in Minnesota in 1999.
These numbers were then compared to estimates of the number of individuals who were eligible for each program or benefit. Eligibility estimates were derived from the U.S. Census’
most recent decennial survey in 2000. In the survey, respondents were asked to estimate their family’s income for the
previous year (1999), as well as other information about their
families and households (e.g., number of children in the
household). It was thus possible to use federal and state eligibility rules for each work support and then analyze the Census
data to derive rough estimates of the number of individuals
who were eligible for each program in 1999 in Minnesota.
It is important to stress that the estimates derived using
this methodology are very approximate. This is mainly
because there are limitations associated with using the Census
data to make eligibility estimates. First, Census data is extrapolated from a smaller sample of families, but the sample is
known to have some biases (e.g., an underestimate of the
homeless). In addition, there are limits to what kinds of information are collected in the Census, and this information is not
necessarily the same as what is needed to determine program
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130 percent of the federal poverty line. However, the closest
available figure from the 2000 Census was persons living
below 125 percent of the poverty line—this was 522,071 or
approximately 11% of the state’s population. Consequently,
although it may be somewhat of an overestimation, it can be
concluded that only 40 percent of eligible Minnesotans
received food support in 1999.8
Under this estimation method, counties vary in the percentage of eligible households receiving food support. (See
Map 1.) The range was
It can be concluded that
from under 20 percent
only 40 percent of eligible
to over 50 percent.
Minnesotans received food
Counties in the northwestern area of the
support in 1999
state, as well as
Hennepin, Ramsey and Anoka counties, had the highest participation rates. Counties in southwestern Minnesota generally
had lower participation rates.9 Poorer counties were not more
likely as a group to have higher participation rates, but neither
were the relatively high-income counties.

MAP 1
Estimated percentage of eligible people receiving food
support, 1999.
Data source: CDF Minnesota analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau,
2000 Census Summary File 3, and food stamp program data from Minnesota
Department of Human Services.

eligibility. Finally, there are restrictions as to how the Census
data is sorted and made publicly available. More detailed
information about how each of the participation rates was
derived and the potential shortcomings of each estimate are
provided in the endnotes of the report.
Because the statewide participation rates are only
approximate, breaking these rates down by smaller units, like
counties, potentially adds more error into the estimates. For
this reason, county participation rates are best understood
only in relation to each other. The maps in this report compare
counties to each other by measuring how far they deviate
from the average county for the state.

Food Support Program
Close to 207,000 individuals, or about 4% of
Minnesota’s population, participated in the federal food support program (formerly known as food stamps) in July 1999.7
Through this program, county social service agencies issue
families a monthly food allotment directly via an electronic
debit card, known as Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT).
Participants use the EBT card to purchase food through
authorized vendors within the community.
In general, individuals were eligible for the food support
program in 1999 if their gross family income was less than

Other Studies of Food Support Participation
Mathematica Policy Research produced estimates of food
support participation rates by states in 1999 for the United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Their estimated participation rate for Minnesota was 55 percent, with a 90 percent
confidence interval of 47 to 62 percent.10 The 40 percent participation estimate derived in this report is somewhat lower than
this, most likely because it was not possible to remove some
categories of ineligible individuals, such as unemployed, single
adults and undocumented residents, from the denominator.

Child Care Assistance Program
About 46,900 Minnesota children, or approximately
5 percent of the state’s 0-13 year olds, received child care
assistance in state fiscal year 1999.11 Through this support, eligible families are given direct help in paying for their child
care costs. Families apply through their county social service
agencies, but the payments are usually sent directly to the
child care providers. Minnesota offers three different child care
assistance programs for low-income families. First, most families whose income was less than 120 percent of the poverty
line were eligible to participate in Minnesota’s Family
Investment Program (MFIP) in 1999, and were thus eligible to
receive child care assistance through MFIP. During the year following their transition from MFIP, families were eligible for
Transition Year (TY) child care assistance, as long as their
income was below the guidelines for the third child care assistance program, Basic Sliding Fee (BSF). Families were eligible
for BSF assistance if their incomes in 1999 were below 75 perParticipation in Minnesota’s Work Supports • 3

depending on the county.13 (See Map 2.) The poverty level of
children in a county did not correlate with the estimated percentage of children served. The far northwest and much of the
southwestern region of the state had the lowest estimated
percentages of children receiving child care assistance.
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MAP 2
Estimated percentage of eligible children receiving child
care assistance, 1999.
Data source: CDF Minnesota analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau,
2000 Census Summary File 3, and child care assistance program data from
Minnesota Department of Children, Families and Learning.

cent of the state median income (SMI) for their family’s size.
Census data on families’ incomes is not available in the
same increments as the SMI, but instead based on the federal
poverty line. Thus, for the purposes of estimating child care assistance eligibility, it was necessary to compare SMI to the federal
poverty line in 1999. During that year, 75 percent of Minnesota’s
SMI for a family of three was equal to approximately 259 percent
of the federal poverty line; for a family of four, it was 256 percent.
Thus, it was assumed that most children in working families with
incomes below 250 percent of poverty would have qualified for
one of the three child care assistance programs.
According to the 2000 Census, approximately 289,000
children under 13 (the
The estimated percentage age cut-off for child
of eligible children receiving care assistance) lived
in households in
child care assistance in
Minnesota was 16 percent which the only parent
(in a single parent
family) or both parents worked but earned less than 250 percent of the federal poverty line. Thus, the estimated percentage of eligible children receiving child care assistance in
Minnesota was 16 percent.12
The estimated percentage of eligible children receiving
child care assistance ranged from about 10 to 20 percent,
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The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) reported that between six and nine percent of eligible
children received child care assistance in Minnesota during fiscal year 1999.14 The Minnesota Household Child Care survey,
conducted in 2001 by Wilder Research for the Minnesota
Department of Children, Families and Learning, found that 12
percent of all working Minnesota parents and 14 percent of
working parents below 200 percent of poverty reported receiving government assistance with child care costs. Each of these
estimates are very similar to the one derived in this report.
One of the reasons that the participation rate for child
care assistance programs is so low is that Minnesota’s Basic
Sliding Fee program is not an entitlement program. In other
words, unlike most work support programs, access to the program is not guaranteed for every child who is eligible. The
number of children served depends on the amount of funds
appropriated to the program, and the funding has never fully
met the need. For this reason, waiting lists exist in many
counties across the state. On average, 7,304 Minnesota families were on county waiting lists during state fiscal year 1999.
This would have translated to more than 12,000 children. In
the absence of eligibility estimates for this work support,
many have used the number of families on the waiting list as
an estimate of our state’s outstanding child care needs.
However, this is a distorted estimate. Knowing that it can take
years to get off the waiting list, many eligible families do not
even sign up in the first place. Also, counties differ in how
aggressively they encourage families to join the waiting list.
As can be seen in the estimated participation rates,
Minnesota’s child care needs are much greater than the waiting list estimates suggest.

Health Care Coverage Programs
About 299,000 children, or 23 percent of the children in
Minnesota, were enrolled in one of the two public health care
coverage programs available to them in 1999.15 The first of
these programs, Medical Assistance (MA), is a federally-funded
program that is available at no cost to eligible low-income
families. Families apply through their local county health and
human service office, where eligibility is determined. The second program, MinnesotaCare, is funded with federal and state
dollars and provides low-cost coverage based on family
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western and far northwestern Minnesota, in parts of southeastern and west central Minnesota, and in the northeast corner of the state.
However, when analyzing the geographic variation in
the health care coverIt was estimated that
age participation rate,
65 percent of incomeit is important to
remember that the rate eligible Minnesota children
does not account for
received public health care
the number of children
coverage in 1999
who may not need, or
may not be eligible for, public coverage because they are adequately covered through one of their parent’s employers.
Counties with large employers that provide private coverage
for the entire family may appear to have low participation
rates, but may actually have a high percentage of children with
some kind of health care coverage.

Other Studies of Health Program Participation
MAP 3
Estimated percentage of income-eligible children
receiving Medical Assistance or MinnesotaCare, 1999.
Data source: CDF Minnesota analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau,
2000 Census Summary File 3, and health care program data from Minnesota
Department of Human Services.

income and size to children who do not qualify for MA. Income
eligibility is higher than MA’s requirements, but most
MinnesotaCare enrollees pay a sliding fee premium and some
co-payments for services. The Minnesota Department of
Human Services processes applications and determines eligibility for MinnesotaCare, although counties have the option to
process applications as well.
Children may have been eligible for one of the two programs if family income was less than 275 percent of poverty
in 1999. However, the closest available figure from the 2000
Census was children living below 250 percent of the poverty
line—this was approximately 458,000 Minnesota children.
Eligibility for public health care coverage depended on
many other factors as well, but it was not possible to adjust
accurately the Census data for these factors. Consequently, it
was estimated that 65 percent of income-eligible Minnesota
children received public health care coverage in 1999.16
Counties varied in the estimated percentage of incomeeligible children enrolled in public health care programs,
ranging from 36 to 88 percent. (See Map 3.) Counties with the
highest estimated percentage of enrolled children were in the
north central and northwestern parts of the state, and in
Hennepin, Ramsey, Renville, and Kandiyohi counties. Lower
estimated enrollment percentages were found in far south-

According to the 2001 Health Care Access Survey, conducted by the University of Minnesota and the Minnesota
Department of Health, approximately 82 percent of Minnesota
children living under 200 percent of poverty had either public
or private health care coverage in 2001. Because this rate takes
into account private health care coverage, it is understandably
higher than the rate derived in this report. The same survey
also estimated that 90 percent of all uninsured Minnesotan
children (approximately 60,000) were eligible for either public
or private health care coverage, but were not enrolled.

Income Tax Credits
Approximately nine percent, or 196,500, of Minnesotan
families and individuals claimed the Working Family Credit for
1999.17 The Working Family Credit (WFC) is Minnesota’s state
earned income tax credit. The federal version of this credit is
entitled the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). These tax credits
are meant to offset the disproportionate share of their income
that low-income taxpayers pay in payroll, sales, and excise
taxes. Because of these tax credits, low-income working taxpayers’ income tax liability is reduced. Any remaining amounts
of the credits are then “refunded” to the taxpayers.
The eligibility rules for the EITC and the WFC are the
same, but they are extremely complex, especially for taxpayers
with children.18 For example, a single parent with one child
was eligible if the family income was no more than 243 percent
of poverty in 1999, but two parents with one child were eligible
if the family income was no more than 194 percent of poverty.
Unfortunately for the purposes of this report, it was not
possible to use the 2000 Census data to make estimates of the
number of Minnesotans who were eligible for the WFC in
Participation in Minnesota’s Work Supports • 5
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MAP 4
Estimated percentage of eligible taxpayers claiming
the Working Family Credit, 1999.
Data source: CDF Minnesota analysis of data from the Minnesota State
Department of Revenue. Areas are the first three digits of the zip code (e.g.,
550..., 554..., etc.).

1999. First, one tax return may have represented a single individual or an entire family. Moreover, multiple tax returns may
have been filed for each household. For example, a grandmother, mother, and child may have lived together in one
household, but two tax returns may have been filed for that
household, because both the grandmother and the mother
were required to file.
The Minnesota Department
There was no way to
of Revenue estimated that identify and account
68 percent of Minnesota
for these situations in
tax filers who were income- the Census data.
At best, a map of
eligible for the WFC in 1998
who claimed the WFC
actually claimed it
by geographic region
can be compared to a map of poverty by geographic region in
1999. (See Maps 4 and 5.) The maps display similar patterns,
as one would expect. However, the comparison cannot provide much information on the percent of eligible families
claiming the WFC.

Other Studies of Income Tax Credit Participation
The Minnesota Department of Revenue estimated that 68
percent of Minnesota tax filers who were income-eligible for
the WFC in 1998 actually claimed it.19 Similarly, the department estimated that 71 percent of Minnesota tax filers who
6 • Participation in Minnesota’s Work Supports
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MAP 5
Families below 185% of poverty
Data source: CDF Minnesota analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau,
2000 Census Summary File 3. Areas are the first three digits of the zip code
(e.g., 550..., 554..., etc.).

were income-eligible for the EITC in 1998 claimed it. There are
no other estimates of the number of eligible Minnesotans who
claim their earned income tax credits. However, national estimates suggest participation rates of 70-88 percent for the EITC,
depending on the population being examined.20

Conclusion
Work supports were established with bi-partisan support to stabilize families and encourage job retention and
worker productivity. Consequently, work supports help families support their children and become self-sufficient. Yet,
there are families in Minnesota who are not participating in
the programs for which they are entitled and thus they are
needlessly living in poverty. The entire state benefits when its
families and children do not have to face the dire consequences of poverty and are able to thrive and contribute to
Minnesota’s economy.
This reports provides estimates of program participation
rates in Minnesota in 1999 in four work support programs—
those helping families with food, child care, health care, and
income. Deriving these participation rates is difficult, and the
approach used, that of combining administrative program participation data with Census data, is unconventional. It is
always problematic to combine data from independent
sources. For one reason or another, each data set has its own

set of biases, and it is not possible to assess how these biases
interact. In addition to the biases mentioned earlier, the
Census relies on self-report by respondents and these reports
are likely to be somewhat erroneous, as people are being
asked to recall information from a year earlier. Other specific
examples of bias are listed in the text and endnotes of the
report. Hopefully, many of the errors in the estimates were offset by one another. It is encouraging that they are close to
estimates derived elsewhere.
Consequently, the participation rate estimates derived in
this report are rough. Nonetheless, they may be the best and
most recent estimates available. This is important, as these
rates provide reference points that can inform Minnesotans’
combined and individual efforts at outreach with eligible families. It should be noted however that the rates derived in this
report provide averages across the state and geographic
regions, but do not account for differences due to other demo-

one hand, as more families become eligible for a work support,
there may be more public attention paid to such programs.
Similarly, families who become eligible for a work support due
to a recent decrease in their income may be better educated
and thus more aware of their options. Either of these influences
would result in a higher percentage of participation by eligible
families. On the other hand, perhaps these families are not
aware of the supports available to them or even that they have
become eligible. This would negatively influence the participation rates. Moreover, as noted earlier, the Basic Sliding Fee
child care assistance program relies on a finite amount of state
funding, regardless of the number of eligible families. This
guarantees that as the number of eligible families increases,
the percentage of those who receive the benefit will decrease.
During times of economic crisis, families’ need for continued assistance to ensure the safety, health and well-being of
their children becomes even more critical. This provides anoth-

graphics. For example, the Health Care Access Survey showed
that there are wide disparities in health care coverage in
Minnesota based on children’s race. Similarly, research suggests that eligible Hispanic families are less likely to claim
their tax credits.21
Nonetheless, the participation rate estimates can help
Minnesotans and their communities assess their collective
needs. The statistics in this report were derived using work
support guidelines that were established prior to the current
economic recession. These programs are counter-cyclical,
which means that participation in them will necessarily
increase during economic downturns, when more people
become eligible and in need of the programs. It is hard to predict what the effect of increased need has been and will be on
the participation rates for some of these work supports. On the

er reason why Minnesota must ensure that all families and
children receive all the benefits for which they are eligible.
Most importantly, families must not be denied, through lowered
eligibility guidelines or increased participation fees, their right
to these work supports during hard economic times. The very
core of family work supports is to encourage continued participation in the workforce and prevent parents from missing work
due to family needs, whether that be lack of child care or a
child who became ill because the family could not afford preventative care. Instead of trying to save a relatively small
amount of dollars in the short-term, Minnesota must continue
to recognize the long-term economic value of sustaining a productive workforce by maintaining its current commitments to
work support programs for families and children. ■
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