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UŪƒƅŲİƖĪƒŏŲŪʬʬ
Living Cities is working to close racial income and wealth gaps in America’s cities. Over the last five years, we 
have been on a journey to center and operationalize racial equity throughout our policies, practices, and 
programs. One of the first new programs launched by Living Cities since embarking on this journey was 
Racial Equity Here (REH) in 2016.  
 
Racial Equity Here resulted from a Living Cities task force, convened in response to Freddie Gray’s death, 
which brought together cross-sector leaders from our member institutions to create a new vehicle for action 
against the still-present effects of structural racism in U.S. cities. 
 
The program was a partnership with the Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE), a project of Race 
Forward, and it built on their frameworks, network, and experience working with local governments on racial 
equity. 
 
Through Racial Equity Here, GARE provided technical support and coaching to the cities of Albuquerque, 
Austin, Grand Rapids, Louisville and Philadelphia as they normalized conversations about race, 
operationalized new behaviors and policies, and organized to achieve racial equity. We also partnered with 
PROVOC for communications support to the cities as well as Community Science for evaluation support.  
 
This report was produced as a capstone of Racial Equity Here. It includes: 

ǒ An overview of the program 
ǒ Reflections and insights from Living Cities staff; our partners at GARE; technical assistance providers 

Community Science, Insight, and Provoc; and staff from the participating cities 
ǒ Case studies 
ǒ Tools and resources used in the program 

 
We hope that this content can help other city governments in their racial equity work. 
  
As Living Cities is an organization committed to turning the mirror on ourselves, we have also included a 
section that reflects on our role as funders and partners to local governments. We hope that other funders 
find food for thought here. 
 
We are grateful for Living Cities member institutions that funded this effort: Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, The Kresge Foundation. Prudential Financial Inc., Deutsche Bank, Wells Fargo, MetLife Inc., 
Annie E Casey Foundation, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Bank of America  
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RACIAL EQUITY HERE was a cohort of five U.S. cities committed to improving racial equity and 

advancing opportunity for all. Living Cities worked with the Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE), 
a project of the Race Forward and the Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive Society, to provide technical 

support and coaching to a cohort of city governments– Albuquerque, Austin, Grand Rapids, 
Louisville, and Philadelphia – as they analyze how their operations impact people of color and devise 
actionable solutions. 

 
We believe that GARE’s model of organizing local government is important in 
changing structural inequities. Working with leaders in local government (a mix of 
elected and non-elected government staff) gave us an opportunity to explore what it 
takes to operationalize racial equity.  
 
Racial Equity Here (REH) resulted from a Living Cities member task force, convened 
in response to Freddie Gray’s death, which brought together cross-sector leaders 
from our member institutions to create a new vehicle for action against the 
still-present effects of structural racism in U.S. cities. Through Racial Equity Here, the 
cities have completed a racial equity assessment of their core government 
operations. Cities also developed Racial Equity Action Plans with short-, medium- and 
long-term implementation strategies. 

ÉQÏ ©!1U!g <¨ºU¶Ï Q<©<ʐʬ

Racial inequities are not natural; they have been created and maintained by people in 
governments and other institutions. Our systems and structures were designed to 
create the current outcomes—racial inequities across all indicators of success. These 
costly, deeply racialized systems that are failing communities of color are actually 
failing all of us. For us to eliminate racial inequities and expand opportunities for all, 
we must take on institutional and structural racism. 

So many of the root causes of racial inequity—segregation, exclusion, concentrated 
poverty, and limited opportunities—are within the power of city government to 
change. Cities have always been laboratories for meaningful social and economic 
change. By understanding how municipal operations affect race and equity, city 
government can begin to transform systems to drive better outcomes. 
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http://www.racialequityalliance.org/
https://www.raceforward.org/
http://haasinstitute.berkeley.edu/
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People of color in U.S. cities disproportionately and historically lack access to opportunities – 

from education to employment – and many of the issues tied to racial inequity are within the power of city 
government to change. This fact represents a tremendous opportunity that Living Cities seeks to harness 
through our work, given our long-term and deep relationships with local governments and our mission of 
closing racial income and wealth gaps. 

Racial Equity Here was designed so we could work deeply with five local governments to understand the 
full potential of this opportunity. Teams from each of the local governments completed an analysis of the 
history of racism in their cities with a focus on how government contributed to and created inequities. They 
developed racial equity vision statements as a way to help the cities’ leadership arrive at a common 
understanding about their racial equity efforts and to sharpen their language in communicating their 
commitment to racial equity to the public. They assessed their core government operations through a racial 
equity lens. They trained thousands of local government staff to approach their work in an anti-racist way, 
mindful of their roles as gatekeepers. And, they created and began to implement racial equity action plans 
that engaged departments across the city as well as non-profit, philanthropic, corporate, and very 
importantly, community partners. 
 

Racial Equity Here focused on changing systems and shifting the national dialogue around racial equity. 
We are thrilled and inspired by the work the cities did over two years. Some very tangible examples of shifts 
in policy and practice that resulted from these efforts include: 

LESSONS FROM RACIAL EQUITY HERE |   ɡʬʬ



 
 

ɞʏʬ
ALBUQUERQUE  
implemented a policy to no longer ask about 
criminal convictions on the initial application for 
employment and modified its W-9 form (which 
individuals have to complete when they register a 
business), asking if a business is local, minority 
owned, or woman owned, to collect information 
about the types of businesses with which the city 
government contracts. 

 

ɟʏ  
GRAND RAPIDS earmarked $1 million annually 
for the next five years to strengthen community 
and police relations.

 

ɠʏʬ
LOUISVILLE integrated racial equity indicators 
into the LouieStat measurement and performance 
system and changed the bidding practices for 
small contracts by requiring that a bid be received 
from at least one certified vendor owned by a 
racial or ethnic minority, a female, or a person with 
a disability. 

 

ɡʏ 
AUSTIN co-created a racial equity assessment 
tool with community leaders. The tool has been 
applied by 12 departments in their 
decision-making processes, which represented 
more than half of the city’s departments, to date. 
Austin’s Office of Equity successfully encouraged 
the Austin Police Department to work with a panel 
of residents to complete the racial equity 
assessment tool. This approach, different from 
that taken by other departments, not only 
embodied the office’s value of community 
engagement, but it was also fitting for confronting 
tensions between law enforcement and residents. 

ɢʏʬ
PHILADELPHIA  partnered with the 
Department of Licenses & Inspections (L&I) to 
address equity in accessing high-quality service 
regardless of what community residents reside in. 
The department of L&I disaggregated data to 
examine whether response time to addressing 
complaints differed based on race, poverty, crime, 
and population density. The findings indicated 
disparities in response times to housing and 
abandoned building complaints that led to 
departmental policy recommendations. 

 
Beyond shifts in policy and practice, perhaps one of the most important lessons that Living Cities learned 
from our local government partners in Racial Equity Here is that racial equity work is about changing the 
culture of institutions. We went into Racial Equity Here wanting to count the number of policies changed. 
But, we also saw colleagues in the five cities deepen their relationships with each other. We saw 
conversations about race normalized in city halls. We saw leaders in cities realize their own power as 
gatekeepers and begin to view their daily work through a different lens. We saw them deeply reflect on how 
every budget or policy decision they make impacts racial equity. We saw them interrogate whether they are 
creating advantages or disadvantages for particular groups of people as a result of their individual and 
institutional decisions. We saw them speaking and listening to communities of color and implementing their 
ideas. We saw a mayor address his staff after a hate crime was committed in their city, not with the speech of 
politics, but with poetry aimed at connecting to people’s hearts.  
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We did not know that this ‘soft’ stuff of culture change would be the most important story we have to tell 
about these cities, but it was. We are grateful to our evaluation partner, Community Science, who pushed us 
in our own thinking of how to evaluate racial equity work.  
 
Living Cities was learning about racial equity alongside our local government partners in Racial Equity 
Here. We too were developing a racial equity vision. We were looking at all of our operations and programs 
with a racial equity lens. And, thanks in large part to the leaders we met in the five Racial Equity Here cities, 
Living Cities is changing our own culture. We have trained our entire staff on undoing racism. We have 
worked to normalize conversations about race, to lean into the heart space, and to build deeper relationships 
with our colleagues. We open many of our meetings with check-in questions that ask us to engage with 
poetry, music, and art. We see ourselves, individually and as an institution, as racial equity organizers. This 
has changed how we approach partnerships with organizations like GARE and Race Forward, who have long 
been working in racial equity. We started the Racial Equity Here work as a funder. By the end of the two 
years, we saw ourselves more as a friend, a partner, a learner. 

In this report you will find case studies outlining some of the strategies that  Racial Equity Here cities have 
used in their racial equity work, reflections from city leaders, and Living Cities' staff, and tools and resources 
to support you in your own racial equity journey.  
 
We are thrilled to share this Racial Equity Here capstone report with you. You can join the conversation on 
social media using the hashtag #RacialEquityHere. 
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http://www.communityscience.com/
https://www.pisab.org/
https://www.pisab.org/
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23racialequityhere&src=typd
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©ĵńţĵĪƒŏŲŪƌ ĚŪİ UŪƌŏŅŋƒƌ ńƅŲũ ©ĚĪŏĚţ <ƄƖŏƒƳ Qĵƅĵ 1ŲŋŲƅƒʬ
Continuing with our theme of the personal to institutional transformation, we asked our Racial Equity Here 
(REH) city leaders, "What drives you in this work?" Almost every cohort team member reflected on the 
deeply personal nature of this work and what drives them to continue to push for an equity focus in 
government. People of color in particular, who in many cases have had to live with a foot in multiple worlds, 
have had to make these transformations out of necessity. These reflections have played a pivotal role in 
shifting how Living Cities viewed the work we were doing with REH: 

0ĵŏŪŅ ƂĚƅƒ Ųń Ě ŪĚƒŏŲŪĚţ ĪŲŋŲƅƒ ĪƅĵĚƒĵİ Ě ƌĚńĵ ƌƂĚĪĵ ńŲƅ ©<Q ƒĵĚũƌ ƒŲ ĩĵ ĩŲţİ ĚŪİ ĪŲƖƅĚŅĵŲƖƌʏʬʬ

REH has brought needed structure, recognition and support to the individuals and teams already engaged in 
racial equity work in cities. National organizations should understand the value of these formal and informal 
opportunities to bring people and teams together and the multiplier effect of working with multi-city cohorts 
in this work. Cohort team members reflected on the feelings of isolation and disconnectedness that 
frequently are hallmarks of racial equity work in bureaucracies. Hearing that “you’re not alone” and getting an 
understanding of other cities’ problems, programs and approaches has been inspirational and has helped 
sustain the motivation needed to move forward in this work, particularly for leaders of color who may feel 
they are doing this work in isolation. 

gĵĚİĵƅƌŋŏƂ ŏŪ ƅĚĪŏĚţ ĵƄƖŏƒƳ ƭŲƅŠ ƒĚŠĵƌ ŲŪ İŏńńĵƅĵŪƒ ńŲƅũƌʏʬʬ

Multiple REH cohort teams mentioned what it takes to be a “leader” in racial equity work. A sense of courage 
and boldness, a commitment to issues that don’t simply exist from 9 to 5, and deep lived experience have all 
helped define the leaders in the REH site teams. Site team members have taken on positions of both formal 
and informal authority by recognizing those who have been working on racial equity by informally organizing 
for years. Encouraging/supporting them as they take on more formal roles, has been central to the 
experience. At the same time, leveraging those with formal decision-making authority is also key. 

¶ŋĵƅĵ ŏƌ ŪŲ ƅŏŅŋƒ Ųƅ ƭƅŲŪŅ ƌƒĚƅƒŏŪŅ ƂŲŏŪƒʊ ĩƖƒ ĪŲũũŏƒũĵŪƒ Ěƒ ƒŋĵ ƌƒĚƅƒ ŏƌ ŏũƂŲƅƒĚŪƒʏʬ ʬ

REH cohort teams acknowledge there is no one single starting point for racial equity and inclusion (REI) work. 
The work should be approached as not an initiative, but a different way of doing government. It’s about 
committing to changing systems, procedures, processes, and policies. 

Éŋŏƒĵ ƂĵŲƂţĵ ĪĚŪ ƌĵƅƬĵ Ěƌ ƂŲƭĵƅńƖţ Ěţţŏĵƌ ŏŪ ƅĚĪŏĚţ ĵƄƖŏƒƳ ƭŲƅŠʏʬ

In Grand Rapids, Louisville and other cities, white members of the REH core team reflected on their unique 
position. White members of the teams have a special responsibility to both “step back” and “step up,” giving 
people of color engaged in this work both the room to lead and share their perspectives, but also share in 
the burdens of carrying this work. 
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