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Why a Listening Tour?

IN JANUARY OF 2001, the Women’s Foundation of Minnesota (WFM)
adopted a five-year strategic plan. One of the focal points of the plan
calls for the foundation to increase its impact by enlarging and focusing
the grantmaking program. To identify a new strategic grantmaking
initiative, the Women’s Foundation conducted an extensive effort, from
January to July 2002, to determine a focused funding priority. The
Women’s Foundation combined a qualitative and quantitative approach
specifically conceived and designed to gain a clearer understanding of
what the key issues are impacting women and girls throughout Minnesota,
and what the foundation could contribute to create significant change
in the status of women and girls.

What We Found

Quantitative Research

RESEARCH WAS COMPILED ABOUT women and girls in Minnesota from
reports published from 1999 to 2001. The report compiles data from 50
sources. Most of the research on women and girls in Minnesota focused
on economics, health and housing. (Note that this might mean these
are the research “issues of the day,” not necessarily the most pressing
issues for Minnesota women and girls.)

It is important to note what we did not find as well. There is a lack of
Minnesota-specific data about lesbians, girls and teens, American Indian
women and girls, women and girls in Greater Minnesota, as well as women
in education. Further, the research review turned up minimal gendered
data about immigrants. Sadly, due to changes in state administration, there
is little data available about domestic violence, too.

Summary of Research Review Findings Presented to Focus Groups

Poverty/Economics

• Poverty is the most researched issue effecting women. Issues related
to poverty for women include:
—lack of affordable housing;
—lack of access to affordable health care and/or insurance;
—lack of training for higher paying jobs;
—lack of affordable, quality child care; and the increasing number

of elderly women without financial security.

• Teen pregnancy is the greatest predictor of life-long poverty.

• Minnesota has the highest rates of women in the work force, but 
their economic status remains relatively low compared to men.
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• Minnesota girls and boys perform equally well on state basic skills
tests and more Minnesota women are graduating from college than
men. However, Minnesota women with higher education have 
increased discrepancy in wages from that of men with equal 
educational backgrounds.

• Disparities between white women and women of color are notable,
particularly regarding income.

Health

• Many women lack access to adequate health care.

• Welfare law changes have resulted in more women being employed
in low-paying jobs, often without health care benefits.

• Many communities of color and immigrant communities have 
 inequitable access to health care which is exacerbated by culture 

and health care that is unresponsive to cultural norms and decisions.

• Teen girls receive poor pregnancy prevention and prenatal health care.

• Lesbians encounter higher incidences of certain diseases.

• Women have declining access to reproductive health care choices.

• Disparity exists between white women and women of color 
regarding access to health care, teen pregnancy prevention, and 
infant mortality rates.

Safety

• Abuse and battering are pervasive problems.

• Domestic homicides of women and children are increasing.

• No state or federal agency tracks domestic homicides, even though
this is the most frequent cause of murder of women.

• The state no longer collects data on domestic violence.

• Safety from battering and sexual assault are major concerns
of women.

• The police response varies in different communities, particularly 
for communities of color.

• For poor women and their families, neighborhood crime and family
safety remain a major concern.

Other

• Other notable disparities between white women and women of 
color include education levels.

• Immigrant women face additional challenges due to language and
cultural differences.

• Women’s interests tend to have less visibility and attention within
the organizations of color and GLBT organizations.

Listening
to Women

for a
Change



“Girls are constantly confronted by gender
stereotypes, verbal assault and negative cultural
messages, both in school, in the media, and often

at home as well…Girls need to be supported
and encouraged to succeed starting at a

young age. Cultural attitudes (shared
by men as well as women) must be

altered before women can achieve true
equality.” (Rochester)

“Even 10 years ago, there were few pregnant girls.
It was still taboo and now we have girls planning baby
showers for 15 year olds…We have to break the cycle.”

(Marshall)

“Lack of role models for young girls and women.
 Sometimes even families aren’t supportive. We
need to shift the people in charge. Why don’t young
women want to become mayors or city council people? We don’t tell
5-year-old girls that they can be the mayor, or tell our friends that they
should run for city council. Girls in poverty especially don’t hear it
because it is a day to day existence for them.” (Moorhead)

“We need to provide girls with tools, i.e. how the
media socializes girls to think a certain way. There

needs to be opportunities to inform girls at a young age
to make good choices.” (Mankato)

“Men were brought up here for hard labor
and an attitude of sexism was cultivated. This

culture doesn’t value women.  Educate boys
and girls of elementary school age because kids

learn from parents and families that this is how things are
done…that this is the culture to emulate.” (Grand Rapids)
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“Address teen pregnancy, especially with respect to mentoring
and future options. They need to know they can go on, beyond
McDonalds.” (Crookston)

FOCUS GROUPS from throughout Minnesota
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“Opportunities for rural girls are nonexistent—in school, boys
come first. For girls, there is little emphasis on going to college. In

all opportunities, things are worse for girls. It’s a fight to get resources
for girls hockey and other supposedly “male sports” while girls are often advised
to pursue figure skating and other more traditional girls’ sports. Low income
girls are virtually eliminated from participation.” (Virginia)

“If we are really going to change things, we have
a better chance if we work with the younger generation. Work
with youth—that’s how we will see change.” (St. Cloud)

“Stress positive
body images
and futures for
girls to
counteract
eating disorders
and increase
confidence.
Girls of color
are often
misdiagnosed
because eating
disorders are seen as a white middle class issue. It is a hidden problem for
girls of color. But the media portrayal of beauty negatively affects and
impacts all girls.”  (Middle School Student—St. Paul)
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“It’s great to get support for our own programs, but
we need to change the larger community, not just
focus on changing women. To get systemic change,
we have to be well armed and we aren’t. Train
women and girls in how to use research information
and organize for change. Leadership training,
organizing, strategy and support all take money.”
(Duluth)

“Teen pregnancy is a serious issue. Abuse is also prevalent in
high school. Girls get shoved around and verbally harassed. It is
important to get girls into self-esteem/self-respect programs when
they’re young. Girls need to learn how to say no and stand up
for themselves, rather than making up excuses for the guys’
behavior or trying to get on their good side. Many girls don’t want
to be labeled as masculine and fear asserting themselves or
tarnishing their reputation. Many young women and men learn
these gender roles at home from their parents and siblings and then
perpetuate the patterns.” (High School Student—Minneapolis)

“It is really important to focus on girls and young women and
develop their leadership, self-confidence, decision-making skills
and sexuality education—in a culturally appropriate way—to
prevent teen pregnancy and help these girls become strong women
with vision and goals they can achieve.” (Twin Cities Indian
Women’s Focus Group, St. Paul)
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“Teen pregnancy is a serious issue. Abuse is also prevalent in
high school. Girls get shoved around and verbally harassed. It is
important to get girls into self-esteem/self-respect programs when
they’re young. Girls need to learn how to say no and stand up
for themselves, rather than making up excuses for the guys’
behavior or trying to get on their good side. Many girls don’t want
to be labeled as masculine and fear asserting themselves or
tarnishing their reputation. Many young women and men learn
these gender roles at home from their parents and siblings and then
perpetuate the patterns.” (High School Student—Minneapolis)
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eating disorders
and increase
confidence.
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misdiagnosed
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girls of color. But the media portrayal of beauty negatively affects and
impacts all girls.”  (Middle School Student—St. Paul)

“It is really important to focus on girls and young women and
develop their leadership, self-confidence, decision-making skills
and sexuality education—in a culturally appropriate way—to
prevent teen pregnancy and help these girls become strong women
with vision and goals they can achieve.” (Twin Cities Indian
Women’s Focus Group, St. Paul)

“If we are really going to change things, we have
a better chance if we work with the younger generation. Work
with youth—that’s how we will see change.” (St. Cloud)

“Opportunities for rural girls are nonexistent—in school, boys
come first. For girls, there is little emphasis on going to college. In

all opportunities, things are worse for girls. It’s a fight to get resources
for girls hockey and other supposedly “male sports” while girls are often advised
to pursue figure skating and other more traditional girls’ sports. Low income
girls are virtually eliminated from participation.” (Virginia)

“It’s great to get support for our own programs, but
we need to change the larger community, not just
focus on changing women. To get systemic change,
we have to be well armed and we aren’t. Train
women and girls in how to use research information
and organize for change. Leadership training,
organizing, strategy and support all take money.”
(Duluth)
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What We Heard

Focus Groups—“Listening to Women for a Change”

FOURTEEN FOCUS GROUPS WERE CONVENED throughout the state to seek
input from women and girls about the issues of most concern to them.
They spoke about the positive things going on in their communities that
an initiative might build upon. Focus groups were held in St. Cloud,
Mankato, Marshall, Crookston, Moorhead, Duluth, Virginia, Grand
Rapids, Rochester (involving older women), and five in the Twin Cities
(two at-large, one American Indian, two girls groups).  Receptions were
also held in eight communities in Greater Minnesota following the focus
groups providing another opportunity for discussion of issues with a larger
group of women from the community. Additionally, three groups of
donors were convened to discuss the research findings and provide a
platform for their input.

Focus group participants were thoughtful women and girls with a diversity
of backgrounds and experiences, including diversity in race, ethnicity,
economic status, sexual orientation, disability, age, work/occupation,
geography and other life experience. In all, 159 women and girls
participated in the eleven focus groups. Approximately 40% were women
and girls of color. Ages ranged from 11 to 80. Participants included
nonprofit staff, for-profit businesswomen, public officials, community
activists, women on welfare, middle school, high school and college
students, community activists, retirees, recent immigrants and longtime
residents, elected officials, and others.

Research findings about women and girls in Minnesota were briefly reviewed
with each focus group, and participants were then asked to respond to a
series of questions about issues of concern and how the Women’s Foundation
of Minnesota could best make a difference for women and girls.

Overall, women in each of the focus groups said that, although progress
has been made, all of the issues raised through the research were significant
ones in their communities. They described the connections among these
issues and the difficulty of addressing them individually. For example,
welfare policies prevent women from getting an education which could
lead to better paying jobs; poverty and lack of economic opportunity
keep women in violent relationships; the existence of primarily low-
paying jobs in rural areas mean women have to juggle several jobs and
can’t pursue an education or provide optimal care for their children;
lack of access to pregnancy prevention services means more teens
become pregnant and trapped in the cycle of poverty; lack of self esteem
and vision for the future prevent many young women from seeing
and making good choices.

They also described the significance
of issues that were identified—but
not emphasized—in the research
findings. Racism is a major issue for
women of color throughout
Minnesota. Lack of culturally
appropriate services for girls of color
and immigrant women, lack of
opportunity for education, decent
employment, housing, mentoring
and other concerns exacerbate the
problems women of color face. In
rural Minnesota, support networks
are also less available for women
and girls of color.

Pervasive sexism and backlash
against women, throughout all
regions, and in all sectors—
government and public service,
education, business, etc.—was
described as a root cause of the
inequity that women and girls face,
and something that must be
addressed if we are to realize real
change. Women talked about the
need to change attitudes of boys
and men (and women too) and the
importance of “arming” women
with the tools necessary to effect
change.

Transportation is another huge issue
in rural Minnesota—including the
lack of public transportation and
the huge distances that women
have to drive to get to services,
jobs, child-care and educational
facilities.



The issues that were
highlighted most frequently
in the focus groups were:

• Poverty, low wages, lack of job 
options and lack of training/ 
education options;

• Teen pregnancy and the lack of 
pregnancy prevention and 
reproductive rights services;

• Leadership development for 
women and girls to effect change,
including role models for girls, 
self esteem issues, mentoring;

• Gender violence, including 
battering and rape;

• Lack of adequate health care 
services including mental health
and CD services;

• Racism;

• Lack of culturally appropriate 
services;

• Lack of adequate transportation;

• Isolation—due to geographical 
distances and lack of 
transportation, racism and 
cultural barriers, alienation from
family and lack of support 
networks, and male violence and
power;

• Housing and homelessness; and

• Pervasive sexism and demeaning
attitudes toward women and girls.

 What We’ll Do

THE COMMON THEME THAT EMERGED in every focus group in every part
of Minnesota was girls. In every community women stressed the importance
of investing in girls today as the best way to build opportunities and
equality for all women. Women of all ages spoke about the media messages
that devalue girls. Women talked about life for girls in communities that
do little to offer healthy educational, employment, and reproductive health
care options. Women explained how unsupportive environments encourage
early pregnancy and marginal, low-wage employment. Women across the
state asked the foundation to help change the future for girls.

Initiative Determined
The advice and input of women and girls across the state--coupled with
our research--are the cornerstone from which the foundation will create
a five-year funding and public awareness initiative focused on building
the economic power of girls.

The initiative, which will be launched in early 2002, will focus on
preparing girls for an economically secure future through the support of
girl-specific programs that strengthen and build upon the knowledge,
abilities, talents and experiences of girls. In addition, the Women's
Foundation will support research and policy work, and conduct its own
public awareness campaign aimed at decreasing sexist attitudes and
increasing community commitment to Minnesota's girls.

The anticipated outcomes include:

• More girls with vision, knowledge and plans for achieving
economic well-being;

• More communities and schools providing supportive
environments, helping girls to achieve economic well being;

• Greater public awareness of the value of girls to Minnesota communities
and of the harm done to them by sexism and gender discrimination;

• Increased activism by girls and on behalf of girls for their
economic well-being.

The Women's Foundation has much work ahead to design, finance, and
launch the new initiative, which, as focus groups counseled, must allow
for community-defined, culturally appropriate approaches to building
the economic power of girls. The Women's Foundation welcomes
continued input and partnerships as this initiative is thoroughly developed.
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The Women’s Foundation of Minnesota would like to thank
the following partners for making this initiative planning process
a success:
• Central Minnesota Community Foundation;
• The Initiative Fund of Southeast and South Central Minnesota;
• The St. Paul Companies, Inc. Foundation; and
• The 159 women and girls across Minnesota whose collective 

voices and stories wove the framework of this initiative.

Initiative Planning Group

WFM Board Members WFM Staff Members

Duchess Harris Ellen Hatch
Mary Ellen Hennen Jane Ransom
Kris Maritz Lee Roper-Batker

Consultants

Tina Joh Mary Ellen Murphy
Carol McGee Johnson Chia Youyee Vang
Carol Mollner

List of Research Reports Reviewed

Economic Issues 
• Welfare Reform:  Real Possibilities or Empty Promises. The 

Urban Coalition. 1999.
• Minnesota Family Investment Program Longitudinal Study: 

One Year After Baseline. MN DHS December 2000.
• What Does it Cost to Support a Family? Excerpted from The 

Cost of Living in Minnesota. Jobs Now Coalition. 2000
• How Welfare to Work is Working – McKnight Foundation’s 

report. March 2000 by Wilder Research Center
• Beneath the Barriers:  Challenges Facing the Hard to Employ.

Community Employment Partnership. 2000.
• MFIP at the Midpoint:  Legal Services Advocacy Project. 2000
• Assessing the Impact of Welfare Reform on Teen Parents: A 

Planning Activity, Minnesota Organization on Adolescent 
Pregnancy, Prevention and Parenting (MOAPP) 1999-2000

• Mixed Messages and Missed Opportunities. Legal Services 
Advocacy Project. 2001

• Commission on the Economic Status of Women Fact Sheets
• Parental Leave reports by Children’s Defense Fund 2000
• Women’s Voices 2000 from the Center for Policy Alternatives
• Ms. Magazine’s article on retirement
• Arrowhead Regional Development Corporation proposal, 2001.
• Child Support in Minnesota by Children’s Defense Fund. 2000

Health
• Access in Crisis:  MN NARAL 2000
• Minnesota Department of Health’s Summary of Focus Groups 

with Women Across the State.
• Making the Grade on Women’s Health Executive Summary 2000.
• Shape 1998:  Overall Comparison Report. Hennepin County 

Community Health Department
• Minnesota Women’s Health Data Book, a MN Portrait, 1999.

MN Department of Health
• Lesbian Health Report 1999
• Prenatal Care Among Southeast Asian Women in St. Paul.  

The Urban Coalition, 1997.

Domestic Violence/Violence Against Women
• Domestic Homicides in the State of MN:  Frequency, Causes 

and Legal Outcomes. MN Coalition for Battered Women, 2000.
• 2000 Femicide Report:  Women and Children Murdered. MN

Coalition for Battered Women, 2001.

Immigrants
• Immigrants in Minnesota:  An Increasingly Diverse Population.

Minnesota Planning, 2000
• Speaking for Themselves – Wilder Foundation’s Research 

Report 2000
• Immigrants in the Twin Cities. United Way. 1999

Overall/comprehensive
• Women’s Consortium Economic Action Plan
• Institute for Women’s Policy Research Report:  The Status 

of Women in Minnesota. 2001.
• Women’s Voices. Minnesota Women’s Foundation. 1998.
• Faces of the Future, Minnesota Planning Population 

Projections, 1995-2025.

Lesbian issues
• North Star Survey II

Housing
• Working Doesn’t Always Pay for a Home. Family Housing 

Fund. 1998
• Homeless Shelter Use Report. Wilder Foundation. 2000.
• A Dream Deferred:  The 50/30 Project. The Urban Coalition

and Wilkins Center. 1999.
• Affordable Housing in Minnesota. MN Budget Project. 2000
• Housing Minnesota brochure.
• Family Housing Fund’s Supportive Housing Report. 2000 (or

1999?)

Greater MN specific
• Voices and Views:  Listening Posts Across Minnesota.  

Minnesota Planning, July 2000
• Implications of Rural Minnesota’s Changing Demographics.
 MN Planning. 2000
• Southwest MN Foundation People of Color Initiative Report.

1999

Girls/Youth
• Melpomene News – Athletic Equity Checklist
• Voices of a Generation:  Teenage Girls on Sex, School and 

Self. AAUW.  1999.
• Si, se Puede! Yes We Can; Latinas in School. AAUW. 2000
• Tech-Savvy:  Educating Girls in the New Computer Age.  

AAUW. 2000
• Gender Gaps:  Where Schools Still Fail our Children.  AAUW.

September 1998
• Racial Disparities in MN Basic Standards Test Scores. Wilkins

Center. October 2000.
• Getting It All Together:  The Urban Coalition. 1998
• The Minnesota High School Follow Up Survey. Dept of 

Children, Families and Learning 2000

Other
• The Rights Stuff, published by the Department of Human 

Rights. 2001
• Action Plan for Early Care and Education in Minnesota by 

the Early Care and Education Finance Commission. November
2000

• Minnesota Early Childhood Indicators of Progress, MN 
Department of Children, Families and Learning, 2000

• Project 2030, MN DHS, 2000
• La Fuerza Latina, Casa de Esperanza, 2000
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