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“

There is absolutely no
question about the way
that MSPWin impacted
the broader strategic
work in Minnesota. The
work would clearly not
have happened without
MSPWin; the way we
went about it, the short
period of time it took,
the results.
WO R K FO R C E L E A D E R

”

Introduction

T

he economic and employment crisis that has followed upon the heels of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020 has had deep ramifications across our region. In workforce development, these combined crises have highlighted the disproportionate impacts and inequity in income, work, and opportunity. As we chart our recovery, it is essential that we learn
from recent history and approach workforce development with a focus on providing our
available workforce with the skills employers will need. This is the only way we can ensure
a stronger economic future for our region with a truly shared prosperity for all.
In order to ensure that we can, in fact, pay attention to the collective wisdom which recent history has produced, it is important to share the story of MSPWin. Looking back
over MSPWin’s body of work, key themes emerged regarding the unique role of the organization, its strategic approach to systemic reform, and its significant impact on the
overarching regional workforce conversation.
Since its inception in 2013 as a Funders’ Collaborative, MSPWin has had a direct impact
on shaping discussions around workforce development policies. MSPWin funded extensive research on system performance, best practices, and the dynamic labor mark. In addition, the organization focused on grant making, establishing greater equity, fostering
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career pathways, and advocating for strategic planning based upon the identification,
transparency, and utilization of data resources.
Looking at workforce development through this lens, it becomes increasingly clear that
the conversations taking place today across the region trace their roots back to the early
work of MSPWin. The organization disrupted a system that had long been on autopilot,
engaged a greater number of stakeholders, and injected strategic decision-making into
the process. As a result, policy makers have more access to regional workforce data than
ever before. Now, Career Pathways is a regular consideration around training, partnerships bridge across different sectors of the economy, and building a more diverse workforce is identified as priority for almost every organization.
While MSPWin launched critical initiatives, much of the work remains incomplete and
needs new champions to pick up where MSPWIN’s work ends this year. In highlighting
and elevating the story of MSPWin, this final report aims to guide future workforce decisions.
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About MSPWIN
In 2013, the Minneapolis St. Paul Regional Workforce Innovation Network, or MSPWin,
was established as a funders’ collaborative comprised of eight philanthropic organizations, eventually expanding to 13 local and national organizations. The original funders
were the Otto Bremer Foundation, Greater Twin Cities United Way, Joyce Foundation,
McKnight Foundation, Jay and Rose Phillips Foundation of Minnesota, Minneapolis
Foundation, St. Paul Foundation, and Wells Fargo Foundation. As MSPWin began to operate, the Thrivent, Pohlad Family, F.R. Bigelow, Northwest Area, and JPMorgan Chase
Foundations soon joined in support of the effort.
MSPWin was established with the intent of sunsetting after seven years of operation. In
keeping with the initial intent, MSPWin will cease operations at the end of 2020. Over
the course of the past seven years, MSPWin has invested $9 million in workforce development in Minnesota, alongside another $75 million in investments from its member funders
during the same time period.
Early on, MSPWin recognized a need and gap in the current workforce system: To connect employer demand with supply of diverse workers, and to address employment and
income disparities. The funders collaborative focused on getting more Minnesotans, especially populations of color and indigenous peoples (POCI), onto career paths and connected to Minnesota businesses.
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Why Was MSPWin Created
evolving workforce skills needs. These organizations also quickly realized that there
was not a single, comprehensive understanding of the amount of resources being spent across the public and non-profit sectors in Minnesota or whether these
resources had the impact to meet both
employer and workforce training system participant long-term needs. Until
this point, the workforce system in Minnesota had been operating on autopilot.
Before the establishment of MSPWin, a
number of local foundations conducted
an initial feasibility report to determine if
a Funders’ Collaborative would offer any
value. Several notable foundations began
to recognize that there was no clear understanding of where funding for workforce
programs came from and where it went,
let alone whether it was being used to the
greatest public benefit. As a result of this
initial report, MSPWin’s early energy centered on public workforce spending – both
federal and state – in an effort to simply understand overall spending. Initially , there
was little focus on workforce grants and
how they were made, but rather on how
local foundation grants fit into the larger universe of spending and whether such
funding could be used more effectively to
improve outcomes across the larger system.
During early conversations about the
workforce system, many individuals, who
were not directly involved in overseeing the
programs or delivering services, saw the
system itself as problematic. The issues included:

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 early
in 2020, it was widely accepted that the
Minneapolis-St. Paul region was facing
a potential workforce shortage of more
317,000 workers by 2025. This gap specifically measured what was needed to
address immediate and existing jobs while
maintaining a level economic output. Additional efforts to focus on strategic areas of
economic opportunity and to further grow
the economy represented a considerable
challenge in workforce development efforts. While it may be some time before we
fully understand the impact of the health
and economic crisis of COVID-19 on the
region and world, it remains clear that even
as the workforce shortage gap is likely to be
reduced significantly, the region will continue to face evident challenges meeting employers’ need for skilled workers, providing
appropriate training and career pathways
for potential workers, and addressing one
of the most significant racial disparities in
employment gaps in the country.
Since its earliest days, MSPWin’s mission
has remained consistent – increase the
number of adults earning family sustaining wages, particularly for people of color.
In 2012, many of the region’s leading
non-profit organizations had begun to
anticipate that the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul would be facing an
unprecedented set of challenges, including: significant economic growth, increasing shortages of skilled workers, rapidly
changing population demographics, and
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“

Hennepin County was already
focused on our needs as an employer
and around disparity. MSPWin
confirmed our direction and gave the
work stature [across the region] it
would not have had otherwise.
E L E CT E D O F F I C I A L

”

even less data readily available to make
funding and priority decisions effectively.

• Too few public sector officials were
directly involved in decision making;
• Most employers did not utilize the
system because they believed it lacked
flexibility and was incapable of delivering workers with the appropriate skills
and training at sufficient volume to
meet their needs;

In light of these challenges, a number of
leaders within the Minnesota philanthropic
community determined that they needed
to better understand where their investments were going and how they aligned
with other public and private expenditures
in workforce development. It quickly became obvious that in order to meet the
challenges confronting the region, it would
first be necessary to leverage their collective influence to create an independent organization capable of assessing the issues,
convening stakeholders to identify needs,
and establishing strategic goals that would
ensure future economic competitiveness of
the region. Thus, MSPWin was established.

• Public sector programs focused too
narrowly on individual job placement
rather than on filling overall regional
employment opportunities;
• Workers often found that training led
to entry-level, minimum wage jobs with
minimal career trajectory;
• People of color, in particular, were often driven into high-churn occupations
rather than career-track opportunities
with potential for wage growth; and
• There were very few outcomes and
5

HOW $309.9 MILLION
IS SPENT

Minnesota’s Adult Workforce Development

When MSPWin first began, the overall workforce development system in Minnesota was
not transparent or well-understood. Responsibility was broadly spread across six state
agencies and countless non-profit and private employment and training providers. While
philanthropy was providing significant funds to individual programs, it was unknown how
those investments aligned with or added value to state and federal investments. Developed in 2016, these charts have been an invaluable reference for workforce development.
They focused stakeholders and policymakers on efforts to ensure that both public and
private investments closed skill gaps through uniform metrics and tracking systems; and
better aligned existing funding streams to support known, effective programs. Because
the workforce development ecosystem is made up of a variety of overlapping systems
and funding streams, it can be difficult to conceptualize the overall scope and structure
of investments in training and postsecondary education. Commissioned by MSPWin and
created by InsightWorks, these charts — which depict the relative sizes of Minnesota’s
state and federal investments in workforce development and postsecondary education —
offered an intuitive way to visualize resources and served as a starting point for informed
conversations about Minnesota’s workforce ecosystem.
Though all of the figures shown here are publicly available, pulling the data together and
presenting everything in a coherent, apples-to-apples way was extremely challenging.
Many sources were consulted, important distinctions (e.g. funds appropriated vs. funds
spent, differing fiscal calendars) were taken into account, and important context was
captured in copious footnotes. The charts serve as an example of how complex information can be translated into useful tools that foster knowledge, inquiry, and insight about
the ecosystem and ways to improve it.
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MINNESOTA’S ADULT WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT FY 2017 BUDGET:
HOW $309.9 MILLION IS SPENT By funding source; rectangles are sized according to spending
FEDERAL $139,718,839
MFIP EMPLOYMENT SERVICES*
$48,139,000

TRADE ADJUSTMENT ASSISTANCE*
$13,719,755

SNAP EMPLOYMENT AND
TRAINING*
$8,886,552

DIVERSIONARY WORK PROGRAM
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES*
$11,502,400

WIOA ADULT*
$7,336,969

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION
$4,986,575

CAREERONESTOP*
$6,300,000

WORKFORCE INNOVATION FUND GRANTS*
$6,000,000

STATE GENERAL FUND $117,546,120

WORKFORCE
ONE*
$3,223,569

NATIONAL
VETERANS
EMERGENCY GRANTS* EMPLOYMENT
$2,875,000
SERVICES*
$2,607,622

WIOA DISLOCATED WORKER*
$7,537,884

SNAP E&T REIMBURSEMENT POTENTIAL*
$14,456,983

WAGNERPEYSER
EMPLOYMENT SERVICE*
$10,234,323

SENIOR
COMM SVC
EMPL PROG
$2,050,450

REFUGEE
EMPL SERVICES*
$1,820,000

2

1

3

STATE WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT FUND $35.25M

ADULT BASIC EDUCATION
$50,592,000

MN DISLOCATED WORKER*
$23,635,000

EQUITY PROVISIONS OF 2016 SUPPLEMENTAL
BUDGET BILL HF2749 ARTICLE 12*
$26,550,000

PATHWAYS TO
PROSPERITY*
$4,604,000

8

OTHER DIRECT
APPROPRIATIONS*
$2,632,000
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DIRECT APPROPS VIA
DEED* $1,650,000
SNAP EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING*
$14,980,020

MFIP EMPLOYMENT SERVICES* MINNESOTA JOB SKILLS
$4,761,000
PARTNERSHIP*
$4,195,000

MNSCU CONTINUING
EDUCATION AND
CUSTOMIZED TRAINING*
$4,673,500

DIRECT
APPROPS
VIA DEED*
$2,200,000

DUAL
TRAINING
GRANTS
$2,200,000

PHILANTHROPIC FUNDING*
$11,936,416

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

MN Apprenticeship Initiative* $1,000,000
MinnesotaWorks.net* $891,134
USDOL Workforce Information Grant $607,606
Women in High-Wage, High-Demand, Nontraditional Jobs Grant Program* $1,500,000
Labor Market Information Office* $750,000
Rural Career Counseling Coordinator Program* $500,000
PIPELINE Project* $200,000

HENNEPIN CTY*
$1,613,496
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FOR A BROADER VIEW ENCOMPASSING POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION, FINANCIAL AID,
YOUTH WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT, and VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION, see page 3

STATE  OTHER
$1,600,000
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

LOCAL GOVT
$3,806,495
CITY OF MPLS
 ADULT PROGS*
$2,192,999

OTHER DIR DWPES*
APPROPS* $1.13M
$1,268,000
6

11

12

PHILANTHROPIC FUNDING $11,936,416

PATHWAYS 4
TO
PROSPERITY*
$2,039,000

5

10

13

14

DOLI Apprenticeship* $1,029,000
Job Training Grant Program (MJSP) $900,000
Rural Career Counseling Coordinator Program* $500,000
DEED Uniform Outcome Report Card* $200,000
LEAP Grants $100,000
Displaced Homemaker* $1,000,000
EMPLOY Program* $600,000

This chart is for illustrative purposes and may not be exhaustive. FY17 amounts are used except where noted; because the timeframes used vary from source to source, overall totals
should be used carefully. Please consult the notes and reference tables that follow for more information. For sources, see pages 11-13.
Fiscal years (FY) are numbered for the year in which they end. The state fiscal year (SFY) runs July-June and the federal fiscal year (FFY) runs October-September.
* See notes on pages 9-10
Special thanks to Daniel Gerdes, Americorps VISTA with the Pohlad Foundation, for assistance with research. Prepared by Nicholas Maryns, InsightWorks | hello@insightworksllc.com
V 1.0

7

1

What Did MSPWin Set Out to Do
luminate, and determine what data was
needed but not yet readily available.

At its most fundamental level, MSPWin set
out to change the system so that it could
identify and increase opportunities for all
adults to be able to earn a family sustaining wage. While the focus remained on all
adults, from the earliest conversations there
was a concerted focus on reducing poverty
and promoting economic opportunity for
all, particularly with regard to closing the
substantial racial equity gap in Minnesota.

MSPWin’s focus on public workforce
spending led to a breakdown and visualization of public and philanthropic spending in
order to capture a comprehensive picture
of overall funding, ultimately recognizing
that $300 million flowed into workforce
development programs. As a result of this
budget breakdown, MSPWin was able to
re-examine and effectively align $300 million in public expenditure to be directed to
targeted, underrepresented populations,
effective training, and evidence-based outcomes.

At the outset, MSPWin sought to focus its
energies on establishing an effective organization, actively engaging a broad range
of stakeholders, and ultimately to press
public policy decisions within the state in a
more strategic direction.

In the end, it would have been fruitless to
establish the organization, work to build
new partnerships and generate a shared
understanding of the workforce system
and spending without pursuing avenues to
leverage the newfound collective wisdom
about what was needed and the shared
vision about what could improve the system’s value to all participants. MSPWin
always understood that the best way to
achieve better results within the system
was to develop and promote policy recommendations.

An important focus from the beginning was
to engage a wide range of stakeholders
from across the workforce system. While
MSPWin brought resources and a broad
understanding of workforce programs, convening a broader set of stakeholders helped
to identify more comprehensive systemic goals and the most effective approach
in advancing those objectives. Easy goals
were dismissed early in favor of identifying
which programs and approaches delivered
the best outcomes, as demonstrated by an
analysis of data, and ultimately held the
best chance of delivering game-changing
results. To accomplish this, MSPWin actively sought partners from across state
agencies, workforce boards, higher education institutions, unions, legislators and
other innovative researchers and program
operators. MSPWin also sought to identify
and pull together the disaggregated data,
identify what the combined data could il-

Although seemingly modest in their scope,
MSPWin leveraged data to press for
greater accountability in how funding was
determined, which programs offered the
greatest return on value, efficiency, and effectiveness, and which programs produced
demonstrably better outcomes, particularly for people of color.
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MSPWIN’s Approach
achieve the objectives in partnership with
key stakeholders.

MSPWin’s approach was fairly simple and
straight-forward, and relatively untried in
Minnesota previously pertaining to workforce programs. First, “problem structure”;
working with other stakeholders, MSPWin
was able to understand the key systemic issues and identify their causes. This allowed
MSPWin to frame up the issue that crucial
workforce decision-makers did not have access to quantitative information that would
enable them to make effective decisions
based on critical demand and supply data.
By shifting the approach and targeting
smaller issues, it became possible for the
first time to clarify and understand problems at a deeper level—and then determine
how individual challenges fit into the larger
workforce system. Having identified objectives to address specific issues, MSPWIN
found it possible to identify strategies to

Building upon early wins, MSPWin’s work
quickly turned to addressing the overall lack
of a clear systemic perspective of the challenges within the workforce system and the
resulting lack of strategic decision making
regarding public policies impacting funding
and outcomes. To socialize these critical
problems, MSPWin worked aggressively to
convene stakeholders—from small training
organizations, to local business organizations all the way up to state agencies and
the Governor’s office—generating a broad
discussion of what shared objectives were
essential to all. It was an intentional effort
to build consensus and to advocate for
public policy changes as a signal of support
for real reform.
9

As it approached the work, MSPWin settled on a set of principles that formed the
foundation upon which all its work and the
approach to workforce transformation were
built.
• Big-picture approach. MSPWin approached solutions with the understanding that Minnesota’s current
workforce system as a whole needed to
be modernized to better connect potential workers to the needs of businesses.
MSPWin pursued a strategic, “form follows function” approach to emphasize
outcomes-based programs and ensure
the overarching workforce development
ecosystem served as the primary tool
for underrepresented workers.
• Follow the money. It was widely understood that significant funding went into
workforce training in Minnesota; however, it was unclear how the funds were
being distributed and its impact on the
system.
• Advocate for underrepresented adults
within the workforce system. As MSP10

Win’s work evolved, “equity became
the driving word.” Over time, MSPWin
invested in strategies to elevate the
voice of underestimated job seekers,
particularly IPOC, in policy and program discussions.
• Innovation and Experimentation. MSPWin encouraged grantees and service
providers to explore theories and test
inventive models in order to support
employer-led sector partnerships and
career pathways. By doing so, MSPWin
demonstrated where and how public
investment should work, and aimed to
scale those successful models.
• Data-Driven Approach and Outcome-Based Decision-Making. MSPWin promoted the passage of legislation that resulted in the creation of the
Uniform Report Card at DEED, which
established standardized performance
measures and enabled the creation of
strategic systems based on data and
outcomes to facilitate effective decision-making at all levels.

E X PA N D S U C C E S S F U L C A R E E R PAT H WAY S P R O G RA M S

Successful Outcomes
cies that MSPWin promoted.

Many conversations being held across the
region and the state today can trace their
roots back to the early work of MSPWin
in supporting innovative programs and approaches to workforce development solutions. MSPWin quickly established itself as
a trusted and knowledgeable source with
a deep understanding of the subject matter that both convened conversations and
delivered resources in support of promising
ideas.

While MSPWin began to more clearly identify funders investing in workforce training
within the state, the organization also began to analyze the information at-hand
while recognizing where there were glaring
gaps in available information. This focus, in
fact, led to two of the most significant early successes generated by MSPWIN: the
creation of the legislatively-mandated “Report Card” that assesses grants and their
impact on participants (which later served
as the basis for the “Dashboard” housed at
the Department of Employment and Economic Development); and the securing of
initial legislative appropriations for Career
Pathway grants, which increased from zero
in 2013 to $16 million in 2018. Through
these projects, MSPWin began to prove
how reliable data and a focus on Career
Pathways could produce meaningful impact for workforce participants.

MSPWin achieved significant early success with a series of smaller projects that
produced meaningful results. An example includes the organization pressing for
changes in the SNAP E&T program that
secured an additional $5 million in federal funding for Minnesotans. MSPWin also
supported Hennepin County’s effort to create an innovative new public-private partnership which improved the diversity of the
county’s workforce and established career
pathways into many of its entry-level jobs.
In turn, MSPWin worked with the Wilder
Foundation to accurately quantify the employment equity gap across the Twin Cities
region for the first time.

Outreach to numerous individuals involved
in workforce development over the years
showed that stakeholders consistently
pointed to ”systems change” as an essential
component of MSPWin’s work. It encouraged taking a systemic view to do things
differently, such as positively disrupting
the workforce system and challenging the
system to be more strategic. The current
workforce system was designed in a different era, well-suited for different workforce
challenges. Working in collaboration with
various workforce stakeholders, MSPWin
helped to create a shared understanding

Over the last seven years, MSPWin directly invested $9 million to influence the
conversation and showcase opportunities
to improve the delivery of workforce training in the region. This also led to members
of the Funders Collaborative investing an
additional $75 million in related workforce
programs and reform efforts over the same
period in support of the programs and poli-
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of the existing system by identifying the
necessary changes and what could be accomplished to address present day realities
to build a more effective system. Before
MSPWin was established, there had been
regular public discussions about workforce
system programs and funding; however, the
workforce system was largely undefined
and there was no comprehensive understanding of the impact of programs on participants. MSPWin mapped out the system
as a whole, built ways to talk about the
larger system in terms of resources and outcomes, and brought the key players to the
table. In doing so, MSPWin ultimately enhanced the very dialogue around systemic
workforce needs in Minnesota. Ultimately,
every MSPWin initiative lent itself to this
goal of strategic systems change.
MSPWin’s ability to spur action, fund effective models, and change systems has incited change within Minnesota’s workforce
development ecosystem. At the heart of its
mission, MSPWin employed strategies and
tactics aimed at closing the workforce gap
and increasing the number of adults earning family-sustaining wages. Throughout its
time, MSPWin defined its success through
key guiding themes and strategic initiatives, including:
• Providing a platform for information
and knowledge sharing;
• Influencing public policy and strategic
systems change;
• Investing in scalable, evidence-based
models;
• Serving as a convener and providing
thought leadership; and
• Promoting effective career pathways.

Information & Knowledge
Sharing.
MSPWin identified valuable information
and data around funding, labor, outcomes
and programs, and demographics. MSPWin educated a wider audience around
workforce issues through data and utilized
that data to build transparency and inform
decision-making. In particular, when the
Funders’ Collaborative initiated discussions
around workforce investment, it quickly
became clear there was less transparency
to how much total public expenditure was
being directed to targeted, underrepresented populations, effective training, and
evidence-based outcomes. As a result, one
of MSPWin’s early accomplishments was
to identify and map out all of the various
sources of funding in Minnesota. To this
day, the budget visualization that was created to showcase the flow of funds remains
one of the most recognized and appreciated tools to visualize the sources and scale of
funding from various sources.

Influencing Public Policy &
Strategic Systems Change.
MSPWin took a system-wide view to do
things differently, and to positively disrupt
the workforce system. Much of this work
stemmed from advocating for changes in
public policy through direct lobbying:
• Legislative Changes
ʠ Served as a vocal advocate for policy
changes to the Workforce Development Fund. MSPWin retained a lobbyist and pro-actively sought to build
statewide support for key initiatives,
such as advocating for greater funding
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MSPWIN created significant “spheres of
influence” through its convening role that
shifted the workforce development conversation from status quo to the need for reform
in critical ways including: 1) Engagement
with employers to better meet their needs;
2) Targeting of resources to promote greater
equity; and 3) Advocacy for policy changes to elevate programmatic performance,
heighten expectations for the system, create
data tools for decision makers to use, and
direct funding towards effective programs.

  
  




  


SPHERES OF INFLUENCE



 

   

  


ʠ GMWC succeeded in elevating workforce development to local elected
officials at Counties and Cities, but
ultimately the organization was not
sustainable.

of Pathways to Prosperity grants.
• DEED Uniform Report Card and WIOA
State Plan Dashboard
ʠ Created the DEED Uniform Report
Card Dashboard. Systems change
happened largely through the Dashboard and legislative performance
outcomes. MSPWin put public reporting and outcomes requirements in
place at DEED, including standardizing outcome reporting and evaluation.
ʠ Utilization of the Dashboard among
policy-makers is limited, however, and
the tool needs refinement to be more
easily accessible and understood.
• Greater Metro Workforce Council
ʠ MSPWIN lobbied local governments
and workforce leaders to create the
Greater Metropolitan Workforce
Council.

• SNAP E&T
ʠ Collaborated with DHS and DEED to
secure SNAP E&T policy change to
increase federal funding, specifically
funds that could be invested in workforce training for underserved jobseekers.

Investing in Scalable,
Evidence-Based Models.
A key component of MSPWin’s strategy
was providing demonstration grants that
could have public influence and make a case
for systems change. By funding demonstration grants, MSPWin was able to show
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where the $300 million could be effectively
utilized and then scaled. MSPWin invested
in smart models and innovative workforce
training programs that had the foundation,
data, and track record to be successful. It
directed funding and made “informed investments” for incubators to grow and have
impact. In this way, MSPWin operated as a
unified, strategic funder.
Highlighted below are programs where
MSPWin’s involvement was vital in standing
up new, successful models:
• College Readiness Academies (CRA)
is a partnership that provides college
preparation courses. Through the International Institute of Minnesota (IIM),
this program provides free training for
students which replaces the developmental education classes run by colleges that cost about $1300-$3000
per student. CRA has achieved significant outcomes, improving college

retention and graduation, leading to
a more robust workforce pipeline. The
International Institute of Minnesota
continues to offer CRA and is exploring expanding the program statewide.
The program has been sustained due to
MSPWin grants along the way, leading to additional funding mechanisms
including Adult Basic Education funding, a DEED grant, and funding from
the state legislature to hire two full-time
career navigators.
• Hennepin County Pathways connects
employers to a diverse pool of trained
candidates to meet the County’s internal workforce needs. It is now being
implemented in both Ramsey and Dakota Counties as well as other government
entities.
• Summit Academy’s Contextualized
GED Program provided an alternative
model to traditional Adult Basic Edu-
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cation programming, creating a comprehensive approach for individuals to
obtain proper credentials and prepare
to enter into the workforce (including
GED preparation, mentoring, social
and emotional skill building, vocational
training, and on-the-job training experience).
• Business-Led Sector Partnerships/
Skill Sectors (The need for workers in
Healthcare, IT, Finance, Manufacturing
and Government). These partnerships
recognized the importance of including
potential employers in designing and
supporting training programs, aggregating job opportunities across geographies and sectors, and to improve the
overall likelihood that training would
lead to actual jobs with family-sustaining wages.

force development. It carried the intellectual capital in the workforce development
space and was able to connect the dots to
make the players and system more strategic. As such, it created alignment and
unified themes that did not exist before.
MSPWin was willing to have uncomfortable conversations on issues that needed to
be surfaced, serving as a neutral party with
no self-interest beyond improving the system. The organization was able to change
conversations around racial equity and systems, considering broader structural undercurrents to funding and results. The following successes stemmed from its ability to
convene and provide thought leadership:

Convening and Thought
Leadership.
MSPWin provided thought leadership,
serving as a think tank in the workforce
development space, while connecting and
convening key players and partners to
make the system more strategic. MSPWin
was able to spark important conversations
among stakeholders and change perspectives around racial equity and systems to
consider broader structural undercurrents
in achieving results. Through facilitated
collaboration, MSPWin encouraged stakeholders to pay attention to critical workforce issues and set the necessary change
in motion.
MSPWin elevated the conversation about
what was working and was not in work15

• Greater Metro Workforce Council:
Conceived of and engaged leaders in
the Greater Metro Workforce Council.
• RealTime Talent: Guided RealTime Talent’s research to give them a focus and
influenced its reporting.
• Minnesota Employment Services Consortium (MESC) : MESC grew out of
conversations with MSPWin. MESC
brought workforce professionals and
organizations together to speak with
one voice.
• Equity Works: Integral in establishing
Equity Works at the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute, a peer learning community of workforce development professionals.
• Sector Skills Academies: MSPWin
funded this initiative to convene local
workforce development stakeholders
for an eight-session academy to build
regional understanding and alignment
of local workforce initiatives and devel-

op plans that address industry employment needs.

Promoting Effective Career
Pathways.
Career Pathways is a preeminent evidence-based strategy for the system as a
whole. As a strategy, the career pathways
model encompasses three key elements: occupational skills training, basic skills training, and support services. Many existing
service providers offered merely one or two,
and very few offered all three. By aligning
all three of these investments, the model
had better outcomes. Based on its positive
outcomes, supporting a Career Pathways
model was a key strategy MSPWin pushed
the community to adopt. Examples include:
• Pathways to Prosperity: MSPWin
carved out more money for P2P, increased transparency, and expanded
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the number of nonprofits who could
apply. Due to MSPWin’s influence
at DEED and the State Legislature,
P2P is now more outcomes-based and
grantees are able to show what they
did and their impact. Now, due to this
effort, employers are on board as they
are able to see outcomes and the value
of the program.
• MN Pathways: MSPWin provided a
workforce staffing grant in partnership
with the Office of Gov. Mark Dayton,
leading to the creation of a state-led
program that connects the state’s largest employer, State of Minnesota, to a
skilled and diverse workforce.
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Learnings Along the Way
Over the course of the past seven years,
MSPWin’s work and the manner in which it
pursued its goals offers a number of valuable insights. In many instances, these insights offer a roadmap to follow for others
interested in pursuing systemic reforms
across disaggregated programs.
In talking with stakeholders, it is clear what
worked well – and what could have worked
much better. Amongst MSPWIn’s greatest
strengths were its granting of more flexible funds, its investment in strategic planning, and its role as a thought-leader and
convener. As important as these were towards positioning MSPWin and advancing
the workforce dialogue, MSPWin failed to
pro-actively engage the people and organizations directly impacted by its work, especially workforce development providers
lead by and serving communities of color.
This lack of effective engagement ultimately constrained MSPWin’s ability to advance
its proposals and secure many of the changes it sought.

Strengths
Funders’ Network - Borrowing from lessons
learned by the Central Corridor Funders
Collaborative, in creating MSPWIN supporters sought to ensure that any learnings
would be shared broadly, and any actions
would have a wider impact. Without exception, stakeholders agreed that the collective power of the Funders Collaborative
helped ensure greater participation, as well
as receptivity to proposed new approaches.

The Funders’ Collaborative structure not
only encouraged partnerships but had the
advantage of promoting one unified set of
policies and vision from all funders. As such,
providers had the benefit of clear funding
priorities.
Flexible Funds - In the field of workforce
development, approximately 90-percent of
which is funded through government program dollars, restricted or prescribed use of
funds is prevalent. But within a fragmented,
inflexible system that emphasized shortterm outcomes, the normal restrictions and
lack of flexibility served to impede greater
collaboration and innovation. MSPWin provided funds that helped to fill gaps where
more constrained resources could not be
used, thus enabling greater programmatic
innovation and creativity in the field. The injection of flexible funds created valuable opportunities to test new ideas and approaches to workforce training which participants
found or invaluable. More resources with
greater flexibility continue to be needed to
support both the capacity of organizations
and their ability to creatively problem solve
and innovate.
Investment in Strategic Thinking - In keeping with the theme of more flexible funding,
stakeholders universally praised the willingness of MSPWin to support strategic planning. MSPWin encouraged organizations to
proactively set aside time dedicated to this
purpose, and so much so, that some funding
was expressly tied to this goal in order to incentivize leaders to participate. In the day-
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to-day struggle to juggle work, it is easy to
forego long-term planning. But with the
added incentive of additional funding, strategic planning was regularly given a higher priority. Moreover, MSPWin recognized
that strategic planning meant disrupting
the workforce system as a whole and in turn,
lobbied for effective public policy initiatives
that addressed the root of the problem
and allowed for larger strategic systems
change. By taking a holistic big-picture approach, MSPWin understood that the underlying structures and mechanisms would
need to be transformed in what has traditionally been a complex and non-strategic
workforce development system.
Neutral Convening - Too often in systemic
transformation efforts, organizations pressing for change have a vested interest in the
outcome. While it was often assumed that
the organization had something to gain
from the proposals and changes for which
it was advocating, in fact, MSPWin did not
hold any stake in the outcome of its work,
either as a participant or provider of services, beyond securing greater equity and
workforce outcomes. It cannot be over emphasized how much credibility and trust
this generated as MSPWin sought to engage others in conversation and advocacy.

Shortcomings
Change is Complicated - This is particularly true in systems where most of the active
players have a vested interest in the existing
structure. Even where the system is widely
acknowledged to be broken, for those organizations that have successfully navigated
the system and figured out how to make it
work for their immediate needs, preserving

the status quo and protecting what they
have managed to achieve often takes priority; even when such organizations and their
clients might benefit from reform.
Fear of the unknown is always a powerful obstacle to impacting any change, but
even more so when the changes being
sought are significant. Further, change is
even more difficult when pushed from the
outside by expert opinion. Some of MSPWin’s greatest strengths in pressing for
workforce reforms were its deep subject
matter expertise and its objectivity; however, these same strengths also worked to
undermine the organization’s effectiveness
amongst many of the stakeholder groups
that would have been directly affected by
its proposed changes. With a focus on data
and outcomes for workers of color in Career Pathway programs, MSPWin focused
on improving overall system outcomes and
did not sufficiently account for the potential impact of systemic reforms upon established workforce providers, especially those
led by people of color. Some organizations
whose voices were already marginalized
around state policies, felt that proposing
reforms without sufficient input further undermined their influence. While MSPWin
worked to be more inclusive in its final years
and to solicit greater input from program
participants, attempts to advocate for increased resources tied to stronger outcomes
continued to be viewed with suspicion, as
well as being perceived as threatening direct funding. As the region struggles to address glaring disparities, extra effort has to
be made to not only bring more organizations lead by and serving people of color to
the table, but also to support the work of
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“

One of the great strengths of MSPWin
was its willingness to push uncomfortable
conversations. This unearthed a lot of hidden
issues in the system.
WO R K FO R C E L E A D E R

these organizations in expanding their own
capacity to influence investments and policy direction.
Inclusivity – As eluded to above, MSPWin
approached engagement and reform from
the top down, developing reform proposals
and supporting work through the lens of an
outside subject matter expert. But very often the primary impact of MSPWin’s efforts
to focus on system-wide, outcomes-based
strategies was felt most directly by organizations on the frontlines that were never
included in the information gathering and
decision-making process. As noted in the final Evaluator’s report, “MSPWin at times
needed to revisit their processes and reexamine the less explicit conditions of systems change (e.g. power dynamics, mental
models).” In the pursuit of its objectives,
particularly in face of perceived urgency to
secure critical reforms, MSPWin focused
on engaging a selective group of business
and non-profit leaders that already shared
the same basic agenda. In seeking the support of impacted organizations for policy
and program changes after having already
decided on the best approach, MSPWin
failed to take into consideration both how
such reforms would be perceived by those
that they were trying to help – and rather

”

than building understanding and capacity
for directing change amongst these organizations, the top-down approach actually
further undermined the ability of these organizations to become stronger advocates
for their own needs.
Voices of the Served - One of the final critical takeaways from the past seven years
of MSPWin’s work is the acknowledgment
that populations served by large public
and non-profit sector programs also need
to be heard as research is conducted and
changes are considered. These individuals
have the most intimate understanding of
which programs are working effectively to
support them and to improve their day-today lives. Organizations such as MSPWin
cannot hope to be truly impactful champions for eliminating racial disparities or promoting skills training leading to sustainable,
family-supporting wages without the input
of those most directly affected. As a result,
over the last two years the organization invested in new research and funded efforts
to elevate worker’s voice in systems change.
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WHAT COMES NEXT

Critical Work That Needs to Continue After MSPWIN:
Despite MSPWin’s success, the work is far
from complete in many areas and the absence of MSPWin will leave a substantial
leadership void. As MSPWin prepares to
sunset, stakeholders shared overwhelmingly that the work begun by the organization
must continue.
While it has become commonplace to talk
about equity and diversity and sustainable
wages, employers and policy makers must
see these issues as not just a social good
but as an economic imperative for the region. Stakeholders in the region need an
organization that is a trusted source for
workforce development expertise and that
can play a convening and advocacy role.

DATA: Development, Transparency,
and Utilization
One of the earliest and most significant
achievements of MSPWin was the devel-

opment of the workforce Report Card. The
“Report Card”, or “Dashboard” as it is often called, was mandated by the legislature
after seeing an MSPWin presentation that
showcased state-level data in a comprehensive format. Although the state already
collected a substantial amount of data
from different programs, it was not being
used effectively to assess the performance
outcomes of various state-funded programs or to illuminate the impact of those
programs on different populations across
the state. The creation of the Report Card
addressed this gap in knowledge. Unfortunately, the resulting data remains too hard
to find for many potential users and, in fact,
is not proactively shared with policymakers
to help inform annual funding decisions. As
efforts continue to make improvements in
the workforce system, particularly those
efforts to close the racial disparity gap in
income, data is the key to success. A con-
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tinuing push needs to be made to constantly revise the data being used, ensure that it
is transparent and broadly shared, and utilized to drive policy and funding decisions
within the state.
Stakeholders need to continuously press
for greater utilization of data in state funding and policy decision making.

Convener – Build Partnerships
and Bridge Divide Between
Stakeholders
Over the years efforts to modernize or improve workforce system outcomes in Minnesota have been hampered by a fragmented
and limited set of interested participants.
One of the most important ongoing contributions towards achieving real reforms
has to be the cross-pollination of different
perspectives. The opaque and segmented
nature of traditional workforce programs
discouraged the majority of political leaders, employers, and non-profit leaders from
sharing their views around workforce needs
or weighing in on opportunities that affected worker skills and availability. It is essential that this broader chorus of voices have
a place to express their understanding and
articulate their needs as Minnesota struggles to address a substantial workforce gap.
An organization or collaborative needs to
step up to serve as a convener of a broader
set of stakeholders, including greater representation of populations of color.

Objective Voice – Willing to Ask Uncomfortable Questions
It bears repeating that MSPWin was the
only organization pressing for workforce

system reforms that did not have a self-interest in the outcomes of policy and funding
changes. Many of the barriers that prevent
coordinated strategic conversations subsided once participants understood that
the discussion was focused on developing
the best or most effective approach rather
than trying to justify in advance a particular stakeholder’s interests.
An organization(s) with a strong knowledge of the challenges and opportunities,
but no self-interest other than better system performance, needs to be identified
and set up to keep asking tough questions
about overall strategy and system transformation.

Public Policy Advocacy: Systemic
Transformation
This is a critical piece of the puzzle. Systemic transformation of the workforce system requires changes at the federal, state,
and local levels. Meaningful change cannot
happen without a coordinated and sustained effort to align targeted outcomes
with policy and funding decision making.
While many organizations presently attempt to impact public decision-making,
most of the current efforts are directed at
securing tailored outcomes for individual
organizations. An impartial voice that can
bridge the interests of populations served
by the workforce system, providers of services that receive funding, educational institutions, and employers needs to be identified and established in order to prioritize
desired policy changes.
An organization(s) or coalition must lead
workforce issue advocacy at the Capitol,
inclusive of building stronger relationships
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between Legislators and key stakeholders, educating policy makers about critical challenges, and serving as an objective
voice calling for needed reforms.

Regional Strategic Workforce
Planning
The greater metropolitan area centered
around Minneapolis and St. Paul constitutes one large economic region of employers, employees, and supporting organizations and infrastructure. The challenges
and opportunities facing the entire region –
income inequality, racial disparities, changing population demographics, a shortage
of appropriately skilled workers, a need for
coordinated skills training, inequality of access to the postsecondary education system, a lack of sufficient workforce housing,
transportation, and childcare, etc. – do not
exist in segmented pockets. These challenges exist across the entire geographic
area and represent an on-going threat to
the state’s long-term economic prosperity.
Yet many of the resources targeted to address these issues remain in entrenched and
siloed systems and lack a coordinated, cohesive direction to tackle issues more systematically across the region.
A coalition needs to come together around
regional planning, with the clear support of
the public, private, and non-profit communities and a strong willingness and authority to act on modernizing and addressing
inequities across the workforce system.

Fund Strategic Planning: Incent
Strategic Conversations to Ensure
Prioritization
One of the most consistently praised activities of MSPWin was encouraging partners
and funding recipients to ensure their organizational leaders regularly participated in
strategic planning exercises. MSPWin actively reinforced this best practice through
specific funding tied to it. Many stakeholders credited this approach with their ability
to make better long-term decisions.
Grant-makers need to prioritize strategic
planning and tie a portion of funding to it in
order to ensure it happens.

Fund Innovation & Flexibility:
Incent Risk Taking and Trying New
Approaches
As with funding strategic decision-making
activity, a hallmark of MSPWin’s approach
was its willingness to take a risk in supporting innovative new approaches to workforce training. Flexibility in spending of resources and the inability to use funds to try
new approaches is a rarity in grant making,
but one that many stakeholders found to
be of significant value as they attempted
to think outside the parameters of an outdated and segmented system.
Grant-makers need to encourage risk taking and innovation through funding.
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LOOKING AHEAD

A Closing Message from Members of the Funders
Collaborative Regarding the Future of Work and How
We Can Meet it Head-on to Ensure Shared Prosperity
MSPWin is a collaboration of a dozen local and national foundations that have a
strong view regarding the workforce development system and the critical need to
base investments upon a broader strategic
approach. Over the past 8 years, MSPWin
has spent more than $9 million (and leveraged another $75 million) on increasing
access to family-sustaining career pathways for Minnesotans, especially black and
indigenous peoples and other populations
of color (BIPOC)—and working to improve
the workforce system so these populations
are connected with Minnesota businesses
that need more skilled workers.

It is abundantly clear that for the near term
Minnesota will face greater needs than ever
before. If there was ever a time to rethink
how Minnesota realigns and prioritizes resources and jobs to support strategic workforce needs—it is now.
MSPWin was established for the purpose
of identifying the challenges and opportunities within our antiquated workforce system; a system that has failed to lift families
out of poverty and deliver employers with
skilled workers. Over the past eight years
the organization has accomplished much,
learned from mistakes and will sunset as
intended in order to clear a path for what
needs to come next.
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To be clear, MSPWin is not going away
because as funders we believe the work is
complete. In fact, we believe the need for
systemic reform has never been more essential as we prepare for future economic
recovery and growth. We also believe it is
essential that people of color and indigenous people have opportunities to future
jobs and finally share in the region’s prosperity.

“

clarity and strategy must be infused in decision-making related to the modernization
of our workforce programs. While progress
has been made on strategy, innovation and
new models, real systems transformation
and alignment of system resources has remained elusive.
Our work has given us a unique perspective on the weaknesses of the current system. MSPWin does not provide program-

There is absolutely no question about the
way that MSPWin impacted the broader
strategic work in Minnesota. The work would
clearly not have happened without MSPWin;
the way we went about it, the short period of
time it took, the results.
WO R K FO R C E L E A D E R

If the past eight years have taught us anything, it is that the current workforce system was broken and siloed even in the best
of economic times. Although MSPWin
sunsets at the end of 2020, as Funders we
recognize the critical knowledge and lessons we have learned and want to share the
story of MSPWin to offer recommendations that can inform future system change
efforts.
We have witnessed a significant change
in how we, as Minnesotans, talk about and
understand our state’s workforce challenges, how we acknowledge the lack of racial
equality within the region, and how more

”

ming or training directly. We do not receive
funds from the State. Rather, MSPWin
and its members fund workforce-training
programs and work with many of the same
organizations funded through State and
Federal programs. Generally, DEED data
confirms that too many people of color
don’t achieve sustainable wages, experience greater rates of unemployment and
experience worse outcomes on a varietiy of
metrics compared to their white counterparts. For example, recent unemployment
data shows more than 50% of black workers have filed for unemployment compared
to just 25% of white workers.
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The world has changed since the onset of
COVID-19. The virus has not only caused
a global health crisis, it has been accompanied by an economic crisis that has rapidly exposed the inequities and lack of opportunities for many people of color and
geographically isolated families struggling
with part time and low-wage work that is
not sustainable. There is a danger that in

our need to move quickly to get folks back
to work that we will revert to the same old
ways of doing business that perpetuated
inequalities. However, this is the best time
to challenge old assumptions and incent innovation.

maintain our economy over the next five
years. At the same time, there are some
65,000 BIPOC workers who could fill
those jobs if they had access to training
and hiring opportunities. The structural
workforce shortage in MN will return post
COVID and in economic recovery. However, the work done now to create a stronger
and more inclusive recovery will have more
long-term impact on disparities in employment and income.

ers. And, the most important communities
from which to attract potential workers
– BIPOC -- now face greater challenges than ever before. The nature of work is
changing through technology, automation
and communications, and as the recovery
takes place it is likely to reinforce and further exacerbate the previous skills gap even
more. In order to meet our region’s demand
for new workers and effectively help BIPOC achieve family sustaining careers, the
state and employers will have to drastically
change approaches to training and education for new and incumbent workers.

While COVID-19 has unquestionably altered the need for 317,000 additional
workers, as economic recovery commences the state will still have still have a shortage of skilled and readily available work-

At the start of this year, all of the data
pointed to Minnesota facing a shortage
of over 317,000 workers needed simply to

The current workforce system has been
primarily focused on driving individuals to-

25

ward any available job. Period. After the
health crisis recedes, we believe it is imperative that the State of Minnesota modernize
our workforce system to focus on access to
quality jobs that support families. At the
same time, we can better serve the changing skills and talent needs of employers as
the “information & technology” economy
continues to change the workplace. This
must be a time for change and bold action.
We do not yet know the extent of the economic damage this crisis will do to Minnesota families and businesses. But we do know
that there is not a sufficient connection between the education system and workforce
development. We know there is not sufficient alignment of quality work with a future and these populations. We know that
COVID-19 has had a disproportionate impact on the same demographic populations

that were already struggling and poorly
served under the current system.
And we know that now is a the right time
to adopt strategies to get historically disadvantaged Minnesotans, those most adversely affected by this year’s overlapping
health and economic crises, back on their
feet.
Through the lens of eight years working
to develop and support a strategic, outcomes-based workforce system in Minnesota, we believe that the collective wisdom
generated through conversations sparked
by MSPWin and raised by historically under-represented system participants can
offer some critical perspective on what
stakeholders should do next.
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• Center Reform on End Users: BIPOC job seekers and other workers who are customers of the system and employers must be engaged
to advance system reform. These voices can be raised and amplified to
shape policy, programs and practices.
• Use data to drive decisions. MSPWin laid a foundation for quality
information and data that has continued to grow and expand. The Legislative Uniform Report Card, Real Time Talent and the Regional Workforce Development Performance goals are all useful to making informed
decisions. In addition, disaggregated data is essential to see a truer
picture of system limitations and performance. In order to ensure that
all residents of the State are included in the recovery and ready to meet
future workforce needs, the State and non-profit community needs to
utilize the data to drive decisions about where to target limited resources for the best return on investment.
• Utilize Proven Career Pathways Model: Career pathways have
proven their effectiveness and produced significant ROI at the same
time they deliver better results for BIPOC than other programs. System
resources should offer more flexibility and integrated resources to fully
expand and use these models. Connections from workforce to education, human services, transportation, child care also need to be built into
these models. Further, a definition of pathways should include the clear
and intentional connection to credentials, certifications and the higher
education system and its resources to ensure workforce development
advances real opportunity to communities of color for family sustaining
quality jobs in occupations that represent the future of work. As The
New York Times recently pointed out, “…community colleges should be
the main place to train America’s workers, because they are mission-oriented and well trusted. They can do so in close partnership with local
employers and, yes, private providers.”
• Strategic regional planning initially spearheaded by the

Greater Metropolitan Workforce Council must continue: The
labor market is regional and to serve employers and workers, strategy
and investment decisions must be regional as well. The Greater Metropolitan Workforce Council was a first effort and iteration that should be
advanced and built upon.
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These recommendations represent the
greatest opportunity to meet our immediate needs. Looking beyond the urgency of
the moment, we should recognize the differences between regions of our state and
allow for tailoring based on regional labor
& workforce needs and provide greater flexibility to spark innovation. We should set
overarching goals for the Workforce Development system to connect populations of
potential workers to the most in-demand
occupations in the future. We should acknowledge that the very nature of work,
education, and training has changed and
as we have become even more dependent
on technology access, adoption, and understanding, the communities we will depend
upon to meet future workforce needs are

“

the same communities disproportionately challenged by a lack of technology. And
we should identify which industries postCOVID will be the most likely to ramp back
up quicker.
There is no one program or decision that
will solve the economic challenges facing
our region and state. It is going to take a
coordinated and strategic effort for Minnesota to have a strong recovery – and Minnesota’s philanthropic community is ready to
work with all stakeholders to move our state
forward and ensure we meet the future of
work head-on while providing more opportunities for BIPOC workers to achieve family-sustaining careers in the next economy.

There remains so much lack of
clarity around funding and the
alignment of spending and policy
strategically. This is the biggest
area that will be left stranded as
MSPWin [sunsets].
WO R K FO R C E L E A D E R
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“

MSPWin was the only
entity driving change. It
was intentionally disruptive.
Because it was not the case
that Minnesota has a great
system that just needs more
money—but rather that the
system in Minnesota is not
working for all people or
employers.”
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