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It is a painful reality that inequality is entrenched across the country. The gap between the
wealthy and everyone else continues to widen, and people from Wall Street to Main Street are
tuned in to economic inequality’s regnant existence. It is so commonplace that the topic shows
up in mainstream media platforms from CNBC to Rolling Stone Magazine. What is finally
becoming more explicit is the persistent inequality that exists for Black 2 and Latinx people
across every indicator of well-being, be it housing, employment, health, education, criminal
justice involvement, or net worth. While this essay is focused on the Black and Latinx
experience, grave disparities and enduring marginalization for Indigenous people are also critical
to acknowledge and address.
The founding ethos of America has always been in stark juxtaposition with the inequality
and inequity that define this country’s realities. Analyzing the impacts of policy and legislation
such as the Electoral College, Plessy v. Ferguson, redlining, GI Bill, and Highway Act, we can
articulate how the American government has played a role in creating inequality. With just these
few examples of critical decision points in the nation’s timeline, we can show that Black and
Latinx people were consistently and disproportionately marginalized by policy or excluded from
securing the purported benefits. To understand how inequality persists, especially for Black,
Latinx, and Indigenous people, we must interrogate our culture and systems to get to the root
causes and fix them. Given all that we know and all we are learning, we must ask ourselves: If
we had the power for a fresh start, what is the America we imagine for ourselves and how might
we create it?
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This volume has focused on mixed-income communities as one platform for a fresh
approach to societal change. The essays in the volume are replete with information about where
we are making progress and where we are falling short and with ideas about how to advance
more effective policy and practice. But how will these ideas be advanced and sustained? For this
fresh start to promote equitable and inclusive communities in which all are welcomed to thrive, I
believe a paradigm shift is required. We need a new and different way to shape the cultural and
institutional values that effectuate a society driven by belief in our collective shared fate and, as
Khare and Joseph state in their opening essay, “strengthened by a sense of mutual prosperity.” 3
Reckoning with the dissonance of our country’s sordid past, we must acknowledge the harm and
work intentionally to undo the impact of its legacy by interrogating why we believe what we
believe and how history has informed these beliefs. 4 This essay explores what is required for us
to shift away from the beliefs, behaviors, and systems that result in inequality and offers ways to
reassess and reshape the values and principles that weave throughout the fabric of our institutions
and communities.
The Person-Role-System Framework
In contemplating how to generate a fresh start and what we might do within our relative
spheres of influence to change systems and promote well-being for all, we can deploy the
“Person-Role-System” framework, which recognizes the dynamic interplay between the mental
viewpoints of people as individuals, their responsibilities in their personal and professional roles,
and the overall impact of their actions on a system. 5 As human beings, each of us has a mental
model—a set of beliefs and experiences that shape our worldview and drive our behavior. We
take this mental model into every social and professional sphere we enter. In those settings, we
have roles that we play and we have agency and power we can use. Our choices and behaviors,
combined with the choices and behaviors of others, generate the outcomes produced by the
system. Thus, to effectuate change we must first start with ourselves and other individuals.
At the personal level, as human beings living, working, and playing in our various
communities, we must actively work to understand history and interrogate our beliefs and biases,
asking ourselves, “What do I believe and why do I believe it?” We must take inventory of the
various roles we play–in our families, communities, workplaces, social circles, religious groups,
extracurricular activities—and assess how we show up, what we represent, what ideas we
perpetuate, where we are silent, when we are complicit, and whether we hold others accountable
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for what they say and how they behave, especially when it is not in service of more opportunity
and better outcomes for us all.
Next, we must contemplate how our personal traits, proclivities, and experiences
influence our behavior and choices in the roles we occupy. We must ask, “How do my personal
beliefs and values impact the ways in which I exercise leadership and power? How is this
impacting other people? On what things do we get to ‘make the call’? What is our boundary of
formal authority, and how do we use it to maintain or disrupt status quo in systems? How do we
use it to transform systems to ensure better outcomes for those impacted?”
Too many of us, too often, are unaware, have a limited understanding of, or are afraid of
our power. But we all have both formal and informal power. Formal power is what we are
authorized to do within the scope of our social or professional role—for example as a director,
coordinator, worker, resident, or parent. Informal power is the influence we have through our
relationships beyond the formal authority that comes with a designated role.
Becoming aware of the power we have and what we can do with it is the first necessary
step. Practicing how to use that power to create more equitable outcomes is the second step. Our
institutions and communities are great places to begin our practice because they make up the
systems in which we exist, which leads to the third step: We must stop distancing ourselves, in
our concept of the change process, from “the system.” It is not separate from us or beyond our
control. In fact, people make up the systems we occupy and are responsible for the outputs
produced by the system. We are its operators, playing the role of facilitator to ensure the system
functions and perpetuates itself. But if we adopt a new mindset based in antiracist values and
prioritizing human well-being, we can leverage our formal and informal power to transform
institutions and systems and produce better outcomes for all. Leveraging the power we have in
our roles to make choices that are in service of more equitable outcomes for people will
ultimately enable us to recreate systems we need to thrive collectively. But this will not occur
without reckoning with history, shifting beliefs, building relationships, and reshaping cultural
and institutional values to center humanity, share power, and work under the belief that our fates
are shared.
Person
The person-role-system framework is an invitation for us to adopt new mental models as
part of a paradigm shift in the way we operate. Our mental models are shaped by the “core
beliefs and values embedded in our culture(s) and institution(s) that make up our ‘worldview’” 6
and direct our decisions, choices, and behaviors, which happen for ourselves, our communities,
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our institutions, and our systems. With America’s fraught history, we must recognize how the
worldview of our founding fathers is deeply embedded in what each of us chooses to believe and
how we choose to behave in our multiple spheres of influence. We can no longer blame flawed
policymaking, failed implementation, and limited resources without also calling into account our
“conscious and unconscious thoughts and deeply held assumptions that affect how we make
sense of the world.” 7 Interrogating our beliefs begins by reckoning with our history.
Understanding History, Reimagining the Future. Before colonization in the Americas,
there were no racialized social categories. Race was constructed to support colonization,
domination, and power. To create the America as we know it today, immigrants had to give up
their culture, language, and values to "become White" and earn the related privileges, 8 including
access to a capital market founded in human bondage, stolen land, and genocide but peddled as
available to everyone as long as one bought into the central tenet of individual responsibility and,
explicitly or implicitly, supported White supremacy. The New York Times’ 1619 project 9
highlights how the founding fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, worked hard to cloak their
intentional decisions to hoard and wield power on behalf of a White ruling class by lifting up
race-neutral language about liberty and freedom for all. Black and Indigenous people, however,
were positioned as inferior—and this belief system was built into the foundation of this nation,
ensuring the intergenerational transfer of beliefs and behaviors that would result in the inequality
we continue to experience in communities, institutions, and systems.
Khare and Joseph’s essay opens this volume with an acknowledgment of the harm done,
and they call for a recommitment to bridging the gap between intent and impact. 10 The call is for
every person from every background to be willing to come together and help advance the intent
of mixed-income communities designed to realize the promise of America. In their purest form,
mixed-income communities would look like diverse dinner tables, robust learning environments,
caring neighbors, access to healthy foods, diverse opportunities for recreation, healthy climates,
and, ultimately, better outcomes for all people. The manifestation of each person’s commitment
to the collective “we” would represent an “inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single
garment of destiny,” 11 in which the Kiswahili principle ubuntu—I am, because you are—reigns.
Interrogating Assumptions. Reshaping our cultural and institutional values begins with
reimagining our communities being strengthened by a belief in mutuality. For example, in his
contribution to this volume Michaeljit Sandhu invites each of us to check our assumptions about
how positive outcomes will happen in mixed-income housing communities. For many, the notion
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of a well-ordered mixed-income housing community assumes that social order will be forged
mostly at the behest of “law-abiding” and “rule-following” middle-income families and the
dutiful acceptance of the lower-income families, who need lessons in character and behavior. 12
The prevailing mindset assumes that the residents paying market rates are “expected to form
bridging and bonding relationships” with residents who pay subsidized rates. It does not
necessarily assume mutual exchange or benefit; rather, a paternalistic approach whereby marketrate paying residents are to bestow their value upon the low-income residents, lift them up,
broaden their scope, and introduce them to economic opportunities. This mindset inherently
assumes that a person who qualifies as a middle-income resident has a superior set of beliefs,
principles and values that drive their behavior, and that the opposite is true for a person who has
a lower income.
Allowing these assumptions to persist in mixed-income housing development is
problematic, because people of color often are overrepresented in the lower-income category of
residents. These assumptions reinforce the belief that people of color’s perceived failings are
inherent rather than caused by generations of systemic racism. We know that the wealth of many
White Americans is rooted in human bondage, stolen land, genocide, and structural exclusion.
We can identify numerous moments throughout history in which government and business
leaders established rules, regulations, legislation, and processes that enabled wealth generation
for some groups of people and categorically denied or disrupted wealth generation for other
groups of people—for example the destruction of Black Wall Street in Tulsa, the GI Bill,
redlining, the Highway Act, and, most recently, the CARES Act. When we fail to shift the lens
and interrogate our assumptions about the role and expectations of market-rate residents, we miss
the opportunity to understand how and why better outcomes are not being achieved in these
communities. Market-rate renters often see mixed-income housing opportunities purely as an
opportunity to advance their own well-being, without attention to the communal goal of
advancing opportunity and well-being for all people in a community.
As people who have a role to play in designing and developing mixed-income housing
communities, we can change the narrative and the practice if each of us grapples with the history
of housing, understands how it has influenced our beliefs, and determines how we might change
our minds and behaviors to be in service of stronger and healthier communities. It begins with
each one of us. We must interrogate what we fundamentally believe about people and about
differences in outcomes according to race and class, and we must examine how those beliefs
materialize and drive the choices we make in our various spheres of influence.
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Role and System
Once we understand that our beliefs drive our behaviors in the roles we play within
systems, the next question becomes, “Are we using these roles to produce outcomes that truly
benefit all?” It is imperative that enough of us step more intentionally and consistently into our
positional power to create the America to which we aspire. In his essay on state community
development policy in California, Ben Metcalf illustrates how individual leaders used their role
authority within the institution of government to impact the mixed-income housing system.
California Governors Jerry Brown and Gavin Newsom both “pushed to use state power in new
and creative ways to help the state address racial and economic inequities while also facilitating
economic gains.” 13
Undoing and Remaking Dysfunctional Systems. Metcalf’s essay illustrates what is
possible when someone has personal will and role authority coupled with the tools of
government to create more inclusion and equity. His essay offers two particularly important
takeaways. First, these leaders and their teams used data to understand the realities, patterns, and
disparities of the current housing landscape in order to shift their mindset about a policy
approach and inform their decision making. One key pattern was that the Low-Income Housing
Tax Credit (LIHTC)—universally seen as the federal government’s most successful affordable
housing policy—while useful to spur affordable housing development did not generate
substantial profit, so there was a tendency to develop affordable housing in poorer areas.
Building in poorer neighborhoods was cheaper, and developers could generate a bit more
revenue given the lower development costs. But the lack of neighborhood resources—including
grocery stores, businesses, restaurants, and high-quality schools—defeated much of the purpose
of providing affordable housing for the families who most needed to benefit.
Metcalf’s second key takeaway is that having the data allowed Governor Newsom and
his team to adjust the state’s LIHTC provisions and call for developers to change their behavior
and be held accountable for their role in creating economic opportunity for residents. By
requiring developers to develop affordable housing in more resourced neighborhoods,
government leaders used their power to disrupt what on the surface was a race- and class-neutral
policy and practice but actually had a disproportionate impact on families of color with lower
incomes.
This California case study highlights how it is imperative to remember that if we can
create these systems, policies, and practices, then we can also undo and recreate them so that
they better serve all people. This notion is not farfetched. Just as the country’s founding fathers
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being for White, Protestant, land-owning men and their families, so leaders must now use the
mechanisms in government and business to benefit all actors—with special attention to people of
color, who have been marginalized for generations.
Disrupting Root Causes of Inequity. Aaron Seybert, Lori Chatman, and Rob Bachmann
provide an example of the need for vigilance about policy intentions versus impact in their
discussion of the Opportunity Zone tax incentive. This incentive was meant to help increase
funding to new and growing businesses, especially those owned by entrepreneurs of color in
economically strained areas. Investors saw these investments as too risky, however, and instead
invested in less-risky real estate projects. With the purchased real estate concentrated in or near
blighted areas, investors catalyze economic growth and are the primary beneficiaries of the
return, while the intended beneficiaries may contend with gentrification and displacement. 14
Seybert, Chatman, and Bachmann remind us that “the market has never been particularly good at
valuing the risk/return profile of low-income communities because of an inherent bias, the roots
of which lie largely in racism and discrimination.” 15 This reality is accepted because of our
mental models about people of color and people who are poor; it is embedded in our culture,
institutions, and systems, it dates back to our founding, and it is reinforced by dangerous
narratives that ignore centuries of systemic discrimination. Wealthy investors are making a
choice to avoid the perceived risk of investing in an economy that could give preference to
entrepreneurs of color. These investors are actually leaving money on the table through
investments they are not making because of their bias against investing in communities of color.
Yet investors and the general population fail to recognize the amount of resources that went into
de-risking and subsidizing the White population to enable them to be considered “safe”
investments. Of course, the seminal example of Black underinvestment is the failed promise of
“40 acres and mule” due to Reconstruction, which codified White land ownership and tipped the
economic scales for generations. The practice was updated for the modern economy with banks’
redlining practices, which codified disinvestment in Black communities in favor of White
communities.
Another seminal example of racially discriminatory decisionmaking by individuals
within a system involves the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). The USDA can give loans
to support struggling farmers, yet for years Black farmers were discriminated against and were
unable to access these de-risking loans. The loan system the USDA set up was administered
through local county committees that were completely White-controlled. They gave preference
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to White farmers, and when Black farmers complained to the USDA their complaints were
ignored. Unfortunately, it took a class action lawsuit in the late 1990s for the USDA to admit this
discrimination. Even with one of the largest civil rights settlements in U.S. history, 16 the wealth
Black farmers lost has never been recovered. Here is another example of people with decisionmaking authority largely granting loans to Whites and denying loans to Blacks. The irony is that,
in many cases, the difference between a Black farmer’s land and a White farmer’s land is merely
where the fence begins and ends. It begs the questions, “What do the loan officers believe about
Black farmers and why do they believe it? What is the root of these beliefs? What must happen
to disrupt and shift those mental models, to shift how the loan officers play their roles, to shift
how the entire system works?”
A similar story can be told about mortgage lending and how Black families with the same
credit-risk rating as White families are charged higher interest rates. There has been a recent
focus on the racism inherent in property appraisals, with Black families’ homes being valued less
than their White counterparts’ even when all things remain equal. Consider also that Black
homeowners pay more than their fair share in property taxes, given that they receive fewer
services in their communities and less value for their homes when compared to similar White
communities. 17 With trends like these, we must identify the root cause to disrupt its pattern of
destruction. Otherwise, we will continue to experience the compounding impacts of centuries of
inequality.
Coronavirus’ Disparate Impact: A Case in Point. More recently, the COVID-19
pandemic has forced people who have long been in denial to acknowledge the biases people hold
and the inequities in our communities, institutions, and systems that have a disparate impact. It
quickly became plain, for instance, that:
• Black and Latinx people are over-represented in low-wage jobs 18 in industries
vulnerable to significant lay-offs 19 and in frontline jobs deemed “essential,” in every
state. These essential jobs, such as stocking grocery stores and warehouses and
working in restaurants, as delivery persons, and in hospitals, often are the lowest paid,
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offer the least sick leave and health benefits, 20 and require some of the greatest health
risks because of an inability to socially distance.
• The Black-White wealth gap 21—with White families having an average of 10 times
the net wealth of Black families—makes it far more difficult for Black families to
weather the severe financial downturn associated with the pandemic. A history of
practices, from redlining in the 1930s and lack of access to the GI Bill after World
War II to predatory lending practices in the first decade of this century, has kept most
people of color from accumulating any meaningful amount of wealth through
homeownership—one of the prime ways in which White families have built and
passed on wealth.
• Blacks in the U.S. are at significantly higher risk for serious complications or death
from COVID-19 due to racial health disparities in pre-existing conditions, such as
asthma and lung disease. 22 Land use policies over the years have sited landfills,
hazardous waste sites, and other industrial facilities in neighborhoods that are highly
segregated due to discriminatory laws, practices, and disinvestment. The stay-in-place
orders that have been active in all 50 states mean that millions of Black and Latinx
families are unable to leave these same neighborhoods, which also often lack green
spaces to exercise or grocery stores with fresh food or cleaning supplies.
• Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and other people of color have less access to COVID-19
benefits because policymakers failed to account for or address existing racial
disparities. For example, long-standing racial disparities in loan approval rates meant
that many small-business owners of color did not have the pre-existing relationships
with financial institutions needed 23 to expedite their applications for the federal
Paycheck Protection Program. A recent Brookings report indicates that, while there
will be widespread economic pain as a result of the pandemic, Black-owned
businesses are likely to bear the heaviest burden. 24 Up to 90 percent of businesses
owned by people of color have been or likely will be unable to get a loan. 25
These outcomes result from a set of interrelated systems that have failed people of color,
including but not limited to health care, housing, civic infrastructure, food, clean water,
transportation, and workforce. The simultaneous failure of all these systems to respond
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adequately and equitably speaks to deeper fault lines in our society that we must address at their
core.
Gaining Equity Will Require Losing Privilege. If we have any hope for a productive and
vibrant society in which everyone thrives, the paradigm must shift and our beliefs and behaviors
must change to enable more equitable decisions in the roles we play. Obviously, this is a tall
order. To make these shifts, people in positions of power at all levels will have to grapple with
changes that feel like loss. People who have long been in power must relinquish it and step aside
because it has largely benefitted them and their social sphere. The national call by community
organizers and advocates of equity to center people of color and marginalized groups will require
decentering Whiteness. Unfortunately, Whiteness in America is too often synonymous with
privilege, access, power, and status quo. (It is telling that when the People’s Institute for Survival
and Beyond’s workshop on undoing racism poses the question, “What do you like about being
White,” the common theme among all participants who identify as White is their ability to move
through the world relatively unharmed and uninterrupted.)
More recently, in a COVID-19 world, this shift has involved White and wealthy people
losing the ability to feign ignorance about the disparate impact suffered by diverse groups in
America. Black people have experienced the worst death rates, Black and Latinx people have
lost more jobs, Asian Americans have experienced more hate crimes.
Using mixed-income housing as the frame of reference for her essay, Tiffany Manuel
describes how biased beliefs drive behaviors and produce inequitable outcomes for people of
color and poor people. Because people simply do not know or understand history, “when the
thorny issues of racial and economic segregation come up in the media, arise in community
meetings, or require public comment in other community forums” 26 they are not adequately
addressed and fall short of supporting beneficial policy solutions. Manuel courageously waves
the red flag, warning that when we create and implement policies we must simultaneously
change and reframe the narrative to influence public perception, change public discourse, and
build public desire for greater inclusion and interdependence. We can begin this process when
we begin reckoning with history and interrogating the root cause of our persistent problems.
In their essay in this volume, Aly Andrews and Sydney VanKuren offer a way to disrupt
the misinformation that prevents mixed-income housing communities from realizing their
potential. The “empathetic planning” approach they advocate could allow all relevant
stakeholders in a mixed-income housing project to reduce biases, eliminate tensions, reflect on
what can work, and consider the positive outcomes that can be created from shared visioning and
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collective contributions. 27 This essay underscores the fact that our current paradigm defaults to
separating out “other” people and to resisting diversity and inclusion as a first choice. Powell and
Menendian (2016) define othering as “a term that not only encompasses the many expressions of
prejudice on the basis of group identities, but...argue[s] that it provides a clarifying frame that
reveals a set of common processes and conditions that propagate group-based inequality and
marginality.” 28 Othering exists by design, and we are conditioned to go along with what we
know, 29 using shortcuts to make simple decisions 30 and choosing what is comforting. 31 Although
we are hard-wired to adapt, survive, and ultimately thrive in changing environments, we resist
that which feels unfamiliar to us and takes us out of our comfort zone. Our conditioning forces us
to resist other ways, which presents a great challenge to shifting a paradigm and creating new
mental models. Drawing from the insights in Douglas Farr’s Sustainable Nation, Andrews and
VanKuren characterize this trait as “loss aversion,” noting that “most people prefer to avoid a
loss rather than acquire an equal gain, and value the magnitude of the loss as twice the value of
the gain.” 32 This reasoning leads us to an additional question: What will be lost if we adopt new
mental models and shift the current paradigm so that we have better outcomes for more people?
Determining the answer to this question is both a process and an important outcome in and of
itself and will requires a racial equity analysis to imagine a new and better future for all. It is the
work we must do as individuals and in our roles as influential members of communities and
systems.
A Moment of Pain and Promise
As we look to the future and imagine the inclusive, equitable communities we want, we
must remember that we have a choice in how we show up and what we do to contribute or
prevent better outcomes for all people. Sandhu calls us to account with a reminder that we
“should see the decision not to strive for a more inclusive and engaged community as a choice,
rather than an inevitable product of self-interest or social norms.” 33 The danger in choosing selfinterest is that it reinforces the notion of individualism and maintains the pretense that each of us
can be healthy, successful, and whole on our own—as if all we each need to do is pull ourselves
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up by our bootstraps and we will, regardless of the systemic barriers stacked against some of us,
realize the American dream. This problematic mindset is based on our nation’s racist history, 400
years in the making, and is at the root of the harm and trauma plaguing us all.
There is pain and promise in this moment. We must move away from individualism and
independence and toward community and interdependence, recognizing we are all indeed a part
of an “inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” 34 And so I leave
you with these four questions to consider:
• What do you believe about the potential to truly achieve full equity for African
Americans and Latinx? And, why do you believe that? What are you currently doing
to expand your thinking?
• Are you taking the right everyday actions to promote more equitable outcomes, when
you have the opportunity? Are you taking those actions effectively? Are there actions
you take that may be driven more by norms of Whiteness and singular power rather
than humanity, shared power, and collective accountability?
• Thomas Paine said, “We have the power to begin the world over again.” As you
restart your own personal world, post-pandemic and post-summer of racial reckoning,
how are you using your personal power to “begin all over again” in your roles within
your systems?
• How are you using and interpreting the data and information available to you? Do
you have the data and information that you need to be effective as an antiracist in
your role in your system? Are you including diverse perspectives for interpretation?
What is the basis of your analysis? By what standards are you analyzing your
personal and organizational results?
Your answers will be a step toward beginning again—toward taking on the work and pain
of individual and systems disruption—so that we may realize the promise of an American dream
we all can embrace.

34
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