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“More than any other country, America defines itself by a collective dream: the dream of
economic opportunity and upward mobility. Its proudest boast is that it offers a chance of
the good life to everybody who is willing to work hard and play by the rules.” So begins
an essay, “Inequality and the American Dream,” published in the London-based
magazine, The Economist, June 17, 2006. “Although the US is seen as a world of
opportunity, the reality may be different. ... There is a particular fear about the engine of
American meritocracy, its education system. Only 3% of students at top colleges come
from the poorest quarter of the population. Poor children are trapped in dismal schools,
while richer parents spend ever more cash on tutoring their offspring.”

Data consistently show such gaps or disparities in the performance of society’s various
systems and markets, yielding very different results not only for different income groups,
but also for different racial and ethnic groups. Considering group averages, America’s
schools don’t perform as well for African American children, our justice system metes
out softer punishment for Whites, our job and capital markets are more closed and less
rewarding to non-Whites.

Disparities in Black/White experience

Table 1: A Short Inventory of Gaps in Racial Equity presents an inventory of such gaps,
in several major arenas of public and private life in this country:

* Education

* Income and Wealth Development

» Housing, Infrastructure and Amenities
= Health

= Justice

= Dignity and Respect

= Civic Participation

The list of gaps in this inventory intends only to be illustrative, not exhaustive. Many
more and perhaps better examples can be found all over the internet simply by searching
under racial disparities in health, racial disparities in education, racial disparities in
justice, etc.

The inescapable finding is that in each of these arenas, there are data showing that our

systems and markets produce very different outcomes for Blacks and Whites, with Blacks
benefiting significantly less well, on average.
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These gaps do not exist in isolation of each other; they are interconnected. It is not
difficult to construct theories of action showing the domino-like, cascading effects of
disparities:

* Bad experiences in school lead to diminished opportunities to produce good
income, which diminish the chances of buying a home, which puts a cap on
wealth. Putting a cap on wealth diminishes the chances for the next generation.

* Bad experiences with police lead to a criminal record, which leads to diminished
chances of finding a good job, with diminished opportunities to produce good
income, which puts a cap not only on wealth but also the quality of family life.

* Bad experiences at home can lead to bad experiences in school and bad
experiences with police, with diminished chances down the line.

* Blocking the paths to wealth development disadvantages the present generation as
well as the next. Blocking the paths to anyone’s positive development
disadvantages the present generation as well as the next; a parent’s bad experience
is easily transmitted to the child. Positive experiences are transmitted as well.

Dozens of other permutations can be imagined, and are probably experienced in the lives
of too many Americans.

Achieving greater racial equity means closing those gaps — in our educational systems,
our justice systems, our job and capital markets, etc. This is not to say that everyone
should or will benefit equally — that everyone will get the same grades in school, the

same penalties after wrongdoing or the same jobs or salaries. Even with full equity there
will be as much variation as there is now, except that access to opportunity, as well as the
positive and negative consequences, will not be based on race. That is the vision of equity
embraced in the U.S. Constitution, and in this project.

Various forces, all of which are subject to influence and change, maintain these gaps or
disparities. The challenge is to discover the forces that maintain the gaps, and to change
them so that the gaps can close. Strategies for reducing these gaps, drawing on the power
of philanthropy, are within reach.

Technical and human issues with gaps or disparities

The phrase “reducing the gaps between Whites and Blacks” is shorthand for a more
complex thought: “reducing the gaps between how Whites as a group are faring in
educational systems (for example) and how Blacks as a group are faring.” Even though
society may want good opportunities and good outcomes for all, in fact there are group
differences in the data showing that many of our critical systems and markets do not
work as well for Blacks as they do for Whites, on average. There’s variation, by state, by
age and gender, and especially from one person to the next.
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Reducing gaps means bringing those group averages in line, by fixing or adjusting the
way those systems work. Society can’t expect our systems and markets to produce
identical opportunities or outcomes for everyone individually. But we can expect them
not to produce different outcomes for different racial and cultural groups.

In comparing data for one racial or ethnic group with another as in Table 1, one is
typically comparing group averages. The data show how the system performs for Whites,
on average, with how it does for Blacks, on average. In fact, there is a tremendous
amount of overlap between the two groups, which is obscured by comparing only
averages. Because of big variation within each group, any two Whites chosen at random
(or any two Blacks chosen at random) are almost as likely to be as different (or similar)
as any two people chosen at random without regard to color. Unfortunately, researchers
or pundits pursuing a particular personal agenda can read very different things into the
same data.

Another technical issue is the assumption the two groups are cleanly distinctive; all
Whites are White, and all Blacks are Black. It assumes that any one person is completely
of one group and completely not of the other group. Of course, the facts of life show
otherwise, so that disparities data are comparing groups whose individuals show quite a
color continuum. This reality gives rise to a reasonable conclusion that race is no longer a
meaningful basis for recognizing or distinguishing people, if it ever was — at least in this
country.

Still another statistical assumption made by this method of comparing group data is that
each group of Whites we’re measuring is just like every other group of Whites we could
have drawn for measurement (same with Blacks). Wrestling with this assumption is daily
fare for good researchers, and rules have been worked out that permit generalizations
within a measure of error. These rules require that we be careful about the judgments we
make based on limited evidence. Nevertheless, these studies of gaps, drawn from so
many different places and compared in so many different ways, reveal that gaps are
everywhere. The fact that they change over time, place and jurisdictions suggest that they
can be reduced with careful strategy.

Human issues

The advantage to examining gaps is that they reveal the extent of unfair discrimination
being exercised by our society’s systems and markets. But that’s just assessing facts and
figures on paper. The human experience is different.

Looking at the data, if one is Black, one can say, “I’m not just imagining this. And while
there might be non-discriminating White people, the fact is the system works against me
and others like me. The data prove it.”

Looking at the data, if one is White, one can say “It’s not me that’s doing the damage, it’s

the system. I’m no racist.” He or she might be speaking from the heart, but our systems
and markets are made up of individuals, operating by a set of rules or expectations, either
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explicit or veiled. And while this person probably didn’t create the problem, he or she is
probably benefiting from the imbalance, and he or she can certainly become part of the
solution. Because these rules and expectations are largely man-made, they can be
addressed and adjusted so that one cultural or ethnic group is not so automatically
favored.

Changing policies and practices — whether in the law, in places where key policies
operate (on the job, on the street, in the school), or even at the dinner table where
conversation promotes norms of behavior — could go a long way in fixing various
systems and markets to produce more equitable results.

Strategies for reducing these gaps, drawing on the power of philanthropy, are within
reach.

Strategies for reducing gaps in racial equity
How can philanthropy address gaps or disparities in racial equity?

Step 1. It is probably difficult to chose where to start, given the prevalence of so many
gaps. But it is important to focus on a particular gap that is within reach. Considering
your philanthropic interests and the well-being of your community, review the Inventory
of Gaps and pick one, two or three where you would like personally to make a difference.
Because the dynamics that maintain these gaps are very much influenced by local
context, pick just a few for which there is local commitment, resources and skills for
creating change.

Step 2. Discover, through study and inquiry, what are the root causes of this particular
gap. What maintains it? What systems or markets are involved? What, exactly, is creating
the problem? Ask around, particularly people you might not ordinarily think of asking.
Hint: Look upstream! See “Saving the Babies: A Clash of Philanthropic Approaches,” by
Steven E. Mayer, in Resources.

Step 3. Meet with your allies — those with similar interests — and ask yourselves, how can
society create progress in meeting this challenge? Hint: Refer to the Pathways to Progress
in the main pages of this Web site.

= Solutions: What specific changes would need to be made to this system, to
produce more equitable outcomes? How can good ideas be advanced all the way
to the point of implementation?

= Organization: How can we prepare our own philanthropic organization to make a
difference? Do we have the right people? Are we getting the right advice? Are we

organized to generate momentum? Do we know what we’re doing?

=  Conversations: What conversations, and with whom, do we need to have to create
opportunities for change? Who’s with us, and who’s not? How can we find

© Effective Communities, LLC Page 4 of 14 January 31, 2007



common ground, or win-win strategies? With whom do we need to place more
trust, and how can we do that (without getting burned)?

= Relationships, networks and leadership: Who knows about the issues connected to
this gap? Who can we learn from? Whose help do we need? Who should we be
meeting with to promote the kind of change that would fix this problem?

= Philanthropic resources: What kind of money will this take, and where can we get
it? How would we use it to put all these other balls in play? How can we use the
influence, time and talent of our many partners? What sort of people-power is
needed?

»  Gap-closing strategy: Where exactly should we put our own time, talent and
treasure — as well as our influence and muscle? What more can we do to improve

the chances of success?

Step 4. Develop a plan and work the plan that will create as much action as possible on
each of these pathways, singly and in combination, using a widening circle of partners.

Step 5. Notice and celebrate progress, and improve the plan to be more successful.

© Effective Communities, LLC Page 5 of 14 January 31, 2007



