
Navigating the Benefits Cliff: 
Resources for Employment 

Service Providers in Minnesota



What is a “benefits cliff”?



When career advancement puts a 
family above the income eligibility 
threshold for public assistance and 
the family is financially worse off 
than before the wage increase.



Impacts of 
Benefits Cliff 

Workers
Roughly 40% said they have 
declined or delayed taking a 
new job or promotion 
because they were afraid of 
losing government 
assistance

Source:
Alabama March 2021 PULSE Survey 



Impacts of 
Benefits Cliff 

Government
In one example, taxpayers 
would save more than 
$327,000 by moving a 
worker with two children 
from a near-minimum-wage 
job to a career as an LPN 
(over the worker’s lifetime).

Source:
Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta, for Eagle County Colorado



Impacts of 
Benefits Cliff 

Employers
One-third of businesses said 
some employees were 
unwilling to accept jobs, 
increased hours, or other 
advancements for fear of 
losing government benefits

Source:
Florida Chamber of Commerce Survey of 1,000 Businesses





Not so simple



Many Assistance Programs, Many Eligibility Criteria

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP), 
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), School Breakfast 

Program (SBP), National School Lunch Program (NSLP), Summer Food Service Program, Housing Choice 
Voucher Program (Section 8), Childcare and Development Fund (CCDF) subsidies, Head Start and Early 
Head Start, State Funded Pre-Kindergarten, the Medicaid/Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), 

Health Insurance Marketplace Subsidies, Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security 
Disability Insurance (SSDI), Federal personal income tax, state personal income tax, Federal Insurance 

Contribution Act (FICA) tax, state sales tax, Federal Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), State Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC), Federal Child Tax Credit (CTC), State Child Tax Credit (CTC), Federal Child and 

Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC), and State CDCTC 



SLC/BBER proposal
● Focus groups with job counselors
● Existing tools
● Accuracy and usefulness of tools
● Trainings with counselors



Focus group feedback
● Familiar with benefits cliff phenomenon
● Program requirements are difficult to understand, even for counselors
● Difficult to advise clients on how to make educated career choices
● Want simple calculator to calculate benefits for different scenarios
● Want handout depicting journey from public assistance to a career



Access the 
infographic 

here:



Existing Tools
Tool name Geography Accuracy Counselor Feedback

Benefits Cliff Simulator

Benefit Kitchen

Career Ladder Identifier and 
Financial Forecaster (CLIFF)
Economic Stability Indicator

LEAP Fund

NCCP Family Resource 
Simulator
SNAP Screener*

Urban Institute Tools

Source: BBER



Atlanta Fed’s CLIFF Tool
● Since 2017, Atlanta Fed has written three working papers, three discussion 

papers, and 11 articles on the topic of benefits cliffs
● CLIFF Tool – released in spring 2023
● Available for all 50 states, 16 public assistance programs
● Highly accurate, easy to use
● Collaboration to correct MFIP/TANF inaccuracies

http://clifftool.org
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CLIFF Tools

PLANNERSNAPSHOT DASHBOARD

Explore the potential financial 
returns of different careers

Create a detailed budget in 
support of a career move

Identify an immediate 
path to financial stability

Survive Thrive
Client is focused on immediate financial stability        Client is actively planning for career advancement
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CLIFF Snapshot

Identify an immediate path to 
financial stability

Client is interested in understanding the 
potential short-term financial impact of a 
new job or income change.

"What happens if I earn more per hour or 
work more hours?"



NONCONFIDENTIAL // EXTERNAL

CLIFF Dashboard

Explore the potential financial returns 
of different careers

Client is interested in long-term career 
planning AND wants a general idea about 
potential financial barriers to career 
advancement.

"What career will help me meet my longer-term 
financial goals?"



NONCONFIDENTIAL // EXTERNAL

CLIFF Planner

Create a detailed budget in support of 
a career move

Client is interested in detailed career planning AND 
wants to create a customized budget that will help 
them navigate potential financial barriers to career 
advancement.

"What career and household budget will help me meet 
my financial goals?"
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Example with CLIFF Snapshot 

`
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CLIFF Snapshot Results 
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CLIFF Snapshot Public Assistance & Tax Liability Results 

Public Assistance Received

Tax Liabilities
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Learning Resources

22

https://academy-clifftool.thinkific.com/
We recommend starting with Course 1: 
Core Concepts. 

Depending on your organization’s needs, 
you can then complete one or more of the 
following courses:

Course 2: CLIFF Dashboard

Course 3: CLIFF Planner

Course 4: CLIFF Snapshot 

https://academy-clifftool.thinkific.com/
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Other CLIFF Resources

Join Zoom Meeting:

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81
449810317?pwd=NUpyaXFvd
khMK2RiVG9VaUNaZFJOZz09 

Meeting ID: 814 4981 0317

Passcode: 1234

One tap mobile: 
+16469313860
81449810317#

*1234

When? 
Available every Tuesday at 3:30pm EST for 
interested individuals and organizations

Why? 
Get comfortable with CLIFF by:

Where? 
On Zoom

 

• Running  through a case with a CLIFF expert

• Asking questions

• Listening to others’ questions

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81449810317?pwd=NUpyaXFvdkhMK2RiVG9VaUNaZFJOZz09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81449810317?pwd=NUpyaXFvdkhMK2RiVG9VaUNaZFJOZz09
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81449810317?pwd=NUpyaXFvdkhMK2RiVG9VaUNaZFJOZz09


NONCONFIDENTIAL // EXTERNAL

For additional background on research and tools, please 
visit: 

https://www.atlantafed.org/economic-mobility-and-
resilience/advancing-careers-for-low-income-families

For More Information:



Next Steps
● Share research findings
● Atlanta Fed research on MFIP/SNAP
● Atlanta Fed interested in state partnership



Monica Haynes, Director 
Bureau of Business and Economic Research

University of Minnesota Duluth
mrhaynes@d.umn.edu

To learn more about the project, follow us on LinkedIn:
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