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1. Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896).

twentieth century would be one of the primary 
domains deeply transformed by America’s em-
brace of segregation. Racial zoning, restrictive 
covenants, and exclusionary and expulsive zon-
ing practices would be just the beginning of a 
complex policy and legal infrastructure to 
maintain separation in housing and neighbor-
hoods. These policies would be particularly ef-
fective in segregating cities outside the tradi-
tional Jim Crow South.

Despite the significance of this history, deep 
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Although the system of White supremacy in the 
United States predates Plessy by centuries, the 
“separate but equal” doctrine emerging from 
Plessy v. Ferguson would be another founda-
tional step in the development of structural ra-
cialization through most aspects of twentieth-
century society.1 As Leland Ware (2021) 
illustrates in “Plessy’s Legacy: The Govern-
ment’s Role in the Development and Perpetu-
ation of Segregated Neighborhoods” earlier in 
this issue, urban development policies in the 
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2. Since the engagement processes in this study were completed, several new online resources have emerged 
to provide historical data and analysis pertaining to history of discrimination in housing policy. These resources 
can be tapped to support similar historical engagement processes. Several focus on histories of individual cities, 
such as the Seattle Civil Rights and Labor History Project, which documents restrictive covenants throughout 
the city (http://depts.washingt​on.edu/civilr/index.htm). For multicity resources, the University of Richmond’s 

historical analysis of the African American ex-
perience is rarely reflected in policy and public 
discourse. For policymakers, urban develop-
ment history is often viewed as a distant ab-
straction, interesting fodder for historic mark-
ers, but not a topic receiving deep reflection. 
The history of discriminatory U.S. policy and 
practices are a greater unknown outside tradi-
tional academic environments; even seminal 
court cases such as Plessy are vaguely under-
stood (Luxenberg 2019). Understanding of the 
history of structural racialization is limited 
among the general public. As Tim Wise notes 
in his essay “Forget STEM, We Need MESH: The 
Importance of Media Literacy, Ethics, Sociol-
ogy and History Education,” historical illiteracy 
of America’s racial history undermines democ-
racy and fuels contemporary social conflict 
(2019). Author Robin DiAngelo ties America’s 
racial illiteracy to white fragility, the nonpro-
ductive and hostile response from White Amer-
icans when their understanding of race is chal-
lenged with historical or contemporary facts 
(2015).

Although our history of discriminatory de-
velopment practices is well documented (Roth-
stein 2017), research in exploring the potential 
of using this historical record to engage con-
temporary policymakers and planning stake-
holders is limited. Yet a deeper understanding 
of this historical context is critical to address-
ing contemporary racial, social, and geographic 
disparities. As June Manning-Thomas notes, a 
better understanding of the historical Black ex-
perience and the history that produced dispar-
ities between communities can help us under-
stand how to support racial equity and address 
contemporary community-based disparities: 
“As planners wrestle with the problems facing 
today’s central cities, it is important to draw 
upon all the intellectual tools possible in order 
to understand how this situation came to be 
and how it affects planning efforts. Those who 
work in conditions of suburban prosperity 
rather than central city decline need to under-

stand why such stark contrasts linger. Planning 
history, a field that has flourished in recent 
years, is an important part of our intellectual 
arsenal” (1994, 1).

The scholar George Lipsitz believes that our 
lack of knowledge of who benefits from histor-
ical systems of structural racialization in land 
use fuels feelings of White entitlement, White 
fear, and the stigmatization and devaluation of 
communities of color. He describes this in From 
Plessy to Ferguson:

Residential segregation orders urban geogra-
phy. It promotes opportunity hoarding and 
asset accumulation for whites while confin-
ing aggrieved communities of color to impov-
erished, underresourced, and criminogenic 
neighborhoods. This system subsidizes 
whites, offering them unfair gains and unjust 
enrichments while saddling communities of 
color with artificial, arbitrary, and irrational 
obstacles to asset accumulation. Yet whites 
view themselves as innocent and unaccount-
able for a system that is rigged in their be-
half. They attribute the social skewing of op-
portunities and life chances along racial lines 
to the allegedly deficient character and be-
havior of blacks. Neighborhoods created by 
white flight become suffused with white 
fright, and that fear is used to justify the tak-
ing of black lives. (2015, 119)

Building on this scholarship, I argue that a 
deep historical analysis is needed to contextu-
alize and understand this history, as well as to 
generate solutions and policymaker consensus 
to address contemporary patterns of segrega-
tion and opportunity isolation in the twenty-
first-century city. To assess the benefits of en-
gagement processes that document and 
educate on the processes of structural racializa-
tion in land use, a case study approach is used 
to understand whether greater historical aware-
ness can be transformational in guiding policy 
change.2

http://depts.washington.edu/civilr/index.htm
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This article presents a case study in two ur-
ban Ohio counties, Cuyahoga (home to the city 
of Cleveland) and Franklin (home to the city of 
Columbus), to explore the conceptualization, 
development, and long-term impact of the in-
frastructure of residential segregation. Specifi-
cally, the cases seek to document the historical 
development and intersection of each city’s in-
frastructure of segregation, better understand 
the long-term impacts of discriminatory poli-
cies on contemporary racial disparities in 
wealth and health, and assess the utility of a 
historically informed engagement process with 
policymakers to build modern solutions to sup-
port racial equity.

Segregation and L and Use: 
The Legacy of Plessy  in 
Segregating Urban Space
Twenty-first-century cities in the United States 
remain highly segregated along the dimensions 
of race and class. Rates of residential segrega-
tion, though, have consistently declined in re-
cent decades (Frey 2018). Despite these im-
provements, residential segregation remains 
extremely high in many areas of the country, 
most notably the Northeast and industrial Mid-
west (Brown University 2017). Segregation is not 
racial separation alone but also separation into 
areas of intense poverty and separation from 
opportunity structures (powell 2003). Segrega-
tion and isolation into poverty also equates 
with separation from strong schools, safe or 
healthy environments, and economic opportu-
nity (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2014).

Today’s patterns of segregation and oppor-
tunity isolation are not a natural phenomenon 
or free market urban development. Many layers 
of pro-segregation policies and practices satu-
rated the development of the twentieth-century 
American metropolis (Rothstein 2017). As the 
historian Carl Nightingale describes in Segrega-
tion: A World History of Divided Cities, great ef-
fort and intentionality enforced the value of 
segregation on U.S. cities: “Segregation never 
comes about because it ‘just is,’ as the term ‘de 
facto’ might also suggest. The bottom line is 

this: segregation has always involved some 
form of institutionally organized human inten-
tionality, just as those institutions have always 
depended on more broadly held beliefs, ideas, 
and customs to sustain their power” (2012, 7).

Nightingale documents not only both the 
policies and practices enforcing the norm of 
segregation, but also the intellectual, economic, 
and cultural forces, which were the building 
blocks of the philosophical foundation of seg-
regated neighborhoods (2012). Traditional ur-
ban planning history has often neglected the 
role of planning in enforcing racial segregation 
or, more specifically, the “relationship between 
residential controls and racial oppression” 
(Manning-Thomas 1994, 1).

Concept ualizing the Impact of 
History: Theoretical Grounding
A growing body of literature has identified the 
role of historical discriminatory housing and 
development practices in contributing directly 
to contemporary racial justice challenges. Crit-
ical race theory (CRT) emerged in the 1970s and 
1980s, led by scholars who were frustrated by 
the lack of progress in promoting racial equal-
ity in the aftermath of the civil rights era (Bell 
1980; Delgado and Stefancic 2000). CRT per-
ceives race as a purely social construction and 
therefore racial inequalities as social construc-
tions supported by policy, law, and institutions. 
Today’s societal institutions and structures are 
deeply influenced by historically racist policies 
and thus will continue to perpetuate racial in-
equalities in American society. For example, al-
though legally sanctioned segregation has been 
abandoned in America, legal and institutional 
structures still support de facto segregation. 
Additionally, the exclusion of the history of 
marginalized communities presents a false 
view of the dominance of meritocracy and 
equality in opportunity. Ignoring our nation’s 
discriminatory past presents a false narrative, 
challenging how we view contemporary racial 
disparity.

Theories of structural racism have also fo-
cused on the long-term consequences of his-

American Panorama: An Atlas of United States History is the most comprehensive (http://dsl.richmond.edu 
/panorama/#maps). The site provides detailed data on redlining, urban renewal, and forced migrations in the 
United States.

http://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/#maps
http://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/#maps
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torical discrimination. Structural racism pre-
sented several new conceptual theories of racial 
inequity. First conceptualized by Eduardo 
Bonilla-Silva (1997), structural racism examines 
“racialized social systems” as a way of under-
standing racialized outcomes, focusing on the 
interactions of social systems, institutions, and 
other structural connections in perpetuating 
racial inequities.

More important, this system can perpetuate 
even in the absence of traditionally “racist” ac-
tors (Bonilla-Silva 1997). Theories of structural 
racism speak directly to the impact of our dis-
criminatory history. Structural racism views 
contemporary inequities as grounded in his-
torical norms, behaviors, or policies, or as An-
drew Grant-Thomas and john powell describe 
it, racialized outcomes are grounded on the 
“sediment of history” (Bonilla-Silva 1997; Grant-
Thomas and powell 2006).

The direct impact of systemic historical dis-
crimination in housing and development prac-
tices manifests in two direct consequences to-
day. First, the continued segregation and 
isolation from neighborhoods of opportunity 
for communities of color can be attributed to 
policies supporting residential segregation and 
the institutionalized disinvestment produced 
by redlining practices, urban renewal pro-
grams, and highway construction (Cashin 
2004).

Second, the financial consequences of his-
torical discrimination and more recent sub-
prime lending practices manifest in the racial 
wealth gap, the largest racial disparity in our 
society. Much of individual wealth in America, 
primarily for the middle class, is tied to home 
equity. Barred from access to homeownership 
in neighborhoods experiencing property appre-
ciation, people of color were denied access to 
the primary wealth-building tool for America’s 
middle class (Conley 1999; Shapiro 2003).

Not only have pathways to wealth building 
been blocked for generations of African Amer-
ican homeowners, policies have also actively 
suppressed and extracted wealth from African 
American neighborhoods. African American 
wealth suppression and extraction have oc-
curred as a direct result of expulsive zoning 
practices (which concentrated noxious land 
uses into communities of color), redlining, 

blockbusting, and most recently from the sub-
prime lending crisis.

The 2008 housing crisis would further exac-
erbate the wealth gap, particularly in racially 
segregated cities and neighborhoods. Jacob 
Rugh and Douglas Massey found Black residen-
tial segregation (measured via the dissimilarity 
index) and racial isolation to be predictors of 
metropolitan foreclosure rates (2010). Research 
has also linked historic redlining practices to 
contemporary vulnerability to predatory mort-
gage lending (Hernandez 2009). Prior to the 
2008 housing crisis, a disproportionate number 
of subprime loans (and corresponding foreclo-
sures) were concentrated in previously redlined 
neighborhoods. The fallout from the housing 
crisis would further destabilize these neighbor-
hoods and contribute to widening the existing 
racial wealth gap.

Because of this history, the median White 
household has 900 percent more wealth than 
African American or Latino households. In 
2016, the median figure for White household 
wealth was $171,000 versus $17,600 for African 
American and $20,700 for Latino households 
respectively (Dettling et al. 2017). Ta-Nehisi 
Coates documents the long-term financial im-
pacts of housing discrimination to the African 
American community in The Case for Repara-
tions. He concludes that the institutionalized 
housing discrimination of the twentieth cen-
tury was a continuation of America’s historical 
extortion of African American wealth (Coates 
2014).

Residential segregation into unstable neigh-
borhood environments also contributes to 
lower levels of income and reduced social mo-
bility. When ranking social mobility at the met-
ropolitan scale both Cleveland (fortieth worst) 
and Columbus (forty-fourth) rank near the bot-
tom of social mobility rankings for the fifty 
largest metropolitan areas (Chetty et al. 2014). 
More recent analysis of the Move to Opportu-
nity experimental housing mobility program 
from the 1990s indicates that children who re-
located from a “low opportunity” to “high op-
portunity” neighborhood had increased life-
time earnings of 31 percent (Chetty, Hendren, 
and Katz 2015).

The impacts of historical discrimination ex-
tend beyond economics and wealth. Scholar-
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3. Contemporary racism facing African American women is also a contributing factor to maternal health dis-
parities. Studies have demonstrated that higher-income African American women living in majority White 
neighborhoods have disproportionately high infant mortality rates (Kothari 2016).

ship in public health further strengthens un-
derstanding of the relevance of history to 
current community health challenges. The life 
course model has identified the role of the ac-
cumulation of life course stress on contempo-
rary health challenges. Discrimination is a pri-
mary stressor and directly degrades health 
outcomes. According to the life course model, 
historical discrimination, even if experienced 
decades earlier, has a long-term effect on health 
outcomes (Lu and Halfon 2003; Lu and Chen 
2004).

Historical forms of racism or discrimination 
are a significant “psychosocial” stressor that 
has had long-term impacts on health in com-
munities of color (Vick and Burris 2017; Sulli-
van 2013). Additionally, discrimination in hous-
ing, which often forced non-White communities 
into more heavily polluted neighborhood envi-
ronments, is a physical health risk factor that 
increases intergenerational health risk.

Public health literature is now beginning to 
explore the link between historical discrimina-
tion in development and contemporary health 
outcomes. In The Color of Health, Andrew Beck 
and colleagues identify the influence of histor-
ical discrimination and segregation as contrib-
uting to today’s racial disparities in preterm 
birth, and in undermining advances in perina-
tal and neonatal care (2019).3 Studies explicitly 
focusing on redlining practices by the Home 
Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) have identi-
fied a connection between historic redlining, 
community health, and violence (McClure et 
al. 2019; Jacoby et al. 2018).

Case Introduction and Methods
The case studies that follow document two par-
ticipatory community-planning processes. Be-
tween 2013 and 2016, in collaboration with stu-
dents from the City and Regional Planning 
program at The Ohio State University, the par-
ticipatory research project History Matters en-
gaged stakeholders in Cuyahoga County and 
Franklin County. Both projects focused on the 
urban county within each region, including 
stakeholders from the central city and various 

suburban jurisdictions. Working directly with 
leaders in the nonprofit, public, and philan-
thropic sectors, the initiatives used a historical 
analysis of discriminatory development prac-
tices to document historical patterns of dis-
crimination. Each project also sought to better 
understand the history of neighborhoods cur-
rently struggling with concentrated poverty, 
segregation, blight, and poor health outcomes.

The persistence of racial- and class-based 
residential segregation and opportunity isola-
tion are prevalent in both regions (Logan and 
Stults 2011). Analysis by William Frey indicates 
that, among the nation’s fifty-one largest met-
ropolitan areas, the Cleveland region ranks 
fifth and the Columbus region twenty-first in 
regard to Black-White residential segregation 
(Frey 2018). Among the largest hundred metro-
politan areas, analysis by the Urban Institute 
has ranked Cleveland the eleventh and Colum-
bus the thirteenth most economically segre-
gated regions (Acs et al. 2017). More than one 
in two poor residents in the Columbus region 
and two in three poor residents in the Cleve-
land region live in a high-poverty neighbor-
hood (Kneebone and Holmes 2016).

Longitudinal analysis produced by Brown 
University tracks residential, school, and eco-
nomic segregation for the past three decades 
(table 1). In both cities, Black-White residential 
segregation has decreased but remains rela-
tively high; Black-White school segregation and 
economic segregation have increased in both 
regions since 1980 (Brown University 2017). Rel-
ative rankings of economic segregation show a 
substantial increase in economic segregation 
for the Columbus region (table 1). For example, 
according to the neighborhood sorting index 
for families with children, Columbus has 
moved from the thirty-sixth most economically 
segregated region in 1980 to the eighth in the 
2012 to 2016 period.

In addition to these patterns of segregation, 
neighborhood-based disparities in education, 
employment, and health correlate with each 
city’s most segregated and impoverished areas 
(Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2020). For example, when 
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4. Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954).

5. Redlining maps were produced by the HOLC, an agency created in 1933 as a New Deal response to help 
homeowners defaulting on mortgages. In 1935, the agency was asked to create standardized real estate risk 
assessments of 239 cities. These assessments color coded neighborhoods on a four-tier risk scale, with the 
lowest-rated (D) neighborhoods presented in red on the maps.

6. HOLC neighborhood designations were made by local assessors often representing the real estate industry. 
Assessors graded neighborhoods based on physical characteristics (environmental quality, housing quality, 
infrastructure, and proximity to employment or services) and social factors (socioeconomic demographics, in-
filtration of “undesirables,” and the presence of racial, socially, ethnically, or religiously mixed community). An 
analysis of HOLC assessments for all Ohio cities finds that although some environmental conditions were 
identified in downgraded (C, D) neighborhoods, the majority of content in assessments focused on the social 
characteristics of neighborhoods (Reece 2019).

comparing neighborhoods by their relative op-
portunity index ranking, substantial health dis-
parities can be seen between high opportunity 
areas (the top 20 percent of neighborhoods on 
the opportunity index) and low opportunity ar-
eas (the bottom 20 percent). Both regions have 
some of the largest life expectancy gaps be-
tween neighborhoods in the nation, with Co-
lumbus at fifth (9.6 years) and Cleveland at 
eighth (9.3 years) (Acevedo-Garcia et al. 2020).

The two cities differ in their long-term pop-
ulation trends. Cleveland has followed the typ-
ical trajectory of a midwestern industrial re-
gion, rapidly losing population to its suburbs 
and exurbs; Cleveland’s current population 
(381,000) is 41 percent of its peak of 914,000 in 
1950. The trend in Columbus is the opposite, 
the population increasing from 375,000 resi-
dents in 1950 to 898,000 in 2019. The Columbus 
figures can be misleading because the city has 
pursued an aggressive annexation policy since 
1954, growing from 40 square miles to more 
than 200 between 1950 and 2000. A highly elas-
tic city, Columbus has not experienced the 
same strain on its municipal finances as Cleve-
land (Rusk 1993).

Despite this population growth, Columbus 
also experienced population decline in many 
of its core urban neighborhoods, continued 
segregation, and population decline in the city 
school district (Jacobs 1998). The city’s annexa-
tion policy was also highly racialized. Following 
the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, 
the Ohio state legislature allowed municipal 
annexation without extension of municipal 
school district boundaries.4 Columbus political 
leadership took advantage of this change to ex-
pand annexation. The city could offer city ser-

vices to newly annexed areas while assuring 
predominantly White suburban jurisdictions 
that they would not be forced to join the city’s 
racially diverse urban school district (Jacobs 
1998). Although Ohio’s historical use of annex-
ation without school district representation is 
unique to the state, more generally, research 
has found policies to further splinter and seg-
ment school district boundaries were often de-
signed as a direct challenge to desegregation 
efforts (Frankenberg 2009).

Both projects began with several fundamen-
tal research questions. How did the contempo-
rary geography of opportunity (and more spe-
cifically in Cleveland, health inequity) emerge 
in each community? How did discriminatory 
development practices influence each commu-
nity’s most marginalized neighborhoods? Fi-
nally, are any insights to be derived from our 
history that can be informative for policymak-
ers and other stakeholders seeking to support 
community development and racial equity in 
the future?

To answer these questions, we conducted an 
in-depth historical analysis and a contempo-
rary GIS analysis using historical redlining 
maps.5 Research documented the history of  
restrictive covenants, redlining practices, ur-
ban renewal, postwar suburban growth, and 
school segregation-desegregation efforts in 
each community. The history of discrimination 
in development practices is multifaceted, inter-
connected, and reinforcing. The research docu-
mented the relationship between restrictive 
covenants and HOLC (redlining) assessments.6 
The research also explored how redlined areas 
were often targeted for the location of highway 
construction and urban renewal projects. His-
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7. Cuyahoga County Board of Health’s declaration to address structural racism motivated their participation in 
the History Matters initiative. The agency’s definition of structural racism focused on the intersection of access 
to opportunity, unhealthy environments, and health outcomes. The county had identified three actions to address 
structural racism: helping organizations learn how to recognize and address structural racism; encouraging 
organizations to work closely with community members; and developing policies to create social and economic 
opportunities for all people in Cuyahoga County. The History Matters initiative was identified as essential in 
supporting the county’s goal of educating organizations on recognizing and addressing structural racism (for 
more, see https://hip​cuyahoga.org/eliminating-structural-racism).

toric HOLC maps were digitized to analyze the 
correlation between redlining practices and 
contemporary community indicators of health, 
blight, and racial and economic segregation 
(Reece et al. 2015).

We also held a series of stakeholder and 
community engagements to disseminate the 
findings of this work and engage leaders to re-
flect on how the community’s history can pro-
vide insight or be informative in addressing 
contemporary community challenges. Stake-
holders participating in each process were se-
lected by the lead collaborative organizations. 
Stakeholder selection in each community was 
slightly different: the Columbus process fo-
cused on forging new relationships across par-
ticular sectors (nonprofit, business, govern-
ment); the Cleveland effort integrated into the 
already formed multisector and multijurisdic-
tional Place Matters initiative. The degree of 
existing relationships and trust among many 
of the stakeholders before the engagements 
was influential in producing a more productive 
engagement process. Several multimedia tools 
(ESRI storymaps) were developed and media 
engagements were conducted (radio, web, and 
print media) to further engage the public (Ste-
phens 2014). The outcomes documented here 
are based on data collected through participant 
observation, research analysis, and informal 
semi-structured interviews and surveys with 
participants.

History Matters: Cuyahoga 
County (Cleveland)
The History Matters Cuyahoga County initia-
tive began with an inquiry from the Place Mat-
ters team for Cuyahoga County and Cuyahoga 
County Public Health. Place Matters Cuyahoga 
County was a multiyear planning process docu-
menting the relationship between “place” or 
community conditions and health. The process 

engaged stakeholders from the city of Cleve-
land (public health and city planning) and the 
county (public health). Additional stakeholders 
included philanthropic entities, community-
based organizations, and nonprofit organiza-
tions focused on racial equity, community de-
velopment, and health.

In addition to engagement with Place Mat-
ters, Cuyahoga County Public Health had also 
recently adopted “eliminating structural rac-
ism” as a goal of their community health plan.7 
In addition to these core organizations, addi-
tional stakeholders from public, nonprofit, and 
community-based organizations took part in 
the project. The History Matters project was de-
signed to assist stakeholders to better under-
stand the legacy of racially discriminatory pol-
icy in contributing to structural racism in the 
community. Specifically, the project was to as-
sist in documenting the role of historical policy 
practices in shaping conditions in neighbor-
hoods with the worst health disparities.

History Matters: Franklin County (Columbus)
The Franklin County (Columbus) initiative is 
embedded within a collective impact effort, 
Franklin County Thrive. Thrive was a commu-
nity planning effort begun to understand and 
address the growth of poverty in Franklin 
County and the City of Columbus. Despite tre-
mendous economic growth in the city and the 
Columbus region, poverty had grown substan-
tially in the community. Between 2000 and 
2015, the number of residents living at or under 
200 percent of the poverty rate increased from 
one in four in 2000 to more than one in three 
in 2015. Poverty rates had not declined as un-
employment decreased, and Columbus became 
recognized as the secondmost economically 
segregated city in the United States. These 
growing challenges had created an urgency for 
community leaders across sectors to discuss 

https://hipcuyahoga.org/eliminating-structural-racism
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8. Many policy reforms emerging in the aftermath of the civil rights era and the Johnson administration’s war on 
poverty were referenced in the historical engagement process but were not the focus of the engagement process. 
These included the 1968 Fair Housing Act, the 1978 Community Reinvestment Act, the 1974 Housing and Com-
munity Development Act, and the introduction of the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program in 1986.

9. Photography capturing neighborhood conditions prior to the Depression for the Columbus area was gathered 
from the historical resource site “Engaging Columbus: Historical and Contemporary Maps of Columbus for 
Engaged Learning” produced by Ohio Wesleyan University (see https://engagingcolumbus.owu.edu).

solutions to address the community’s widening 
inequality.

The collective impact planning effort in-
cluded approximately two dozen community 
leaders from various sectors. Primary leader-
ship organizations for the effort included the 
United Way of Central Ohio and Mid-Ohio 
Foodbank. Additional participants included 
philanthropy, public-sector representatives, 
and business and nonprofit organizations from 
the community development, health, educa-
tion, social service, and affordable housing sec-
tors. The History Matters initiative was the first 
research effort undertaken by Thrive, and was 
focused on understanding how the community 
had reached this point.

History Matters: Engagement Process
Each engagement process began with an over-
view of the community’s current racial and spa-
tial disparities, including an analysis of dispar-
ities in socioeconomics and health. Participants 
were then led through an exercise that docu-
mented the processes of discrimination in 
housing and development policy throughout 
the twentieth century. A conceptual model was 
presented that outlined the evolution and in-
terconnection of policies and practices founda-
tional to segregating the city.

Following the conceptual model, partici-
pants reviewed historical documents and local 
examples of discriminatory practices. Language 
from restrictive covenants, HOLC redlining 
maps and written neighborhood assessments 
for HOLC, and historical photography were part 
of the local document review.8 The Columbus 
project benefited from a recently digitized ar-
chive of historical neighborhood photos from 
the 1920s, allowing participants to visualize con-
ditions in neighborhoods prior to redlining.9

After document review, the project included 
an analysis in which formerly redlined areas 
were juxtaposed against current community 

data. In Cleveland, redlined areas were digitized 
and current census, housing, and health data 
were assessed within the geography of redlining 
in 1940. The Columbus project overlaid contem-
porary concentrations of poverty, health dispar-
ities, subprime lending, foreclosure, and food 
insecurity with the 1934 HOLC map.

After capacity building with the primary 
stakeholders in each project, a series of public 
engagement activities were held in each com-
munity. In Cleveland, training activities were 
led by the primary project stakeholders with 
peer or partner organizations. A report was 
completed and a public unveiling was the focus 
of an event at the prestigious City Club of Cleve-
land. Media interviews followed the engage-
ment and Cuyahoga County developed an in-
teractive video to disseminate the work. The 
research would eventually be integrated into 
the recently developed Health Improvement 
Plan for Cuyahoga County.

Columbus engagement included a more for-
mal stakeholder-driven process. A half-day re-
treat, at which the research was presented, was 
held with more than forty community leaders, 
including incoming Columbus Mayor Andrew 
Ginther. Following this direct engagement, pre-
sentations of the research were given to the 
boards of directors for philanthropic and pub-
lic agencies, including the Board of The Colum-
bus Foundation, the United Way of Central 
Ohio, Mid-Ohio Foodbank, Community Shelter 
Board, and the cabinet of Mayor Ginther. Ad-
ditional engagement included media outreach 
and a video presentation of the materials avail-
able on social media by the United Way of Cen-
tral Ohio, which generated more than thirty-
five thousand viewings.

Evaluation of Impact: Analysis of Post-
process Stakeholder Perspectives
To better understand the utility of the History 
Matters engagement in each community, ten 

https://engagingcolumbus.owu.edu
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10. African American suburbanization has occurred in both case study sites, though these migration patterns 
have primarily occurred in older suburban jurisdictions in the counties. Most notably, the Shaker Heights suburb 
in Cuyahoga County was a national model for supporting suburban racial integration in the late twentieth century.

project stakeholders (five in each site) were 
surveyed to understand their experience with 
the process. Although each process involved 
more than five stakeholders, interviewees were 
lead stakeholders for the participatory pro-
cesses, that is, those most engaged in the pro-
cess and its aftermath. Stakeholders repre-
sented public and nonprofit organizations. 
Participants were asked four open-ended ques-
tions that focused on their motivation for tak-
ing part in the process, the knowledge gener-
ated by the process, the impact of working with 
real historical documents, and what direct out-
comes in the community were informed by the 
process.

Analysis was also conducted to assess pri-
mary themes in responses from participants. 
This involved standard methodological tech-
niques of coding qualitative data and develop-
ing themes through six phases of analysis. 
These phases include familiarization with data, 
development of codes, theme identification 
with codes, review of themes, definition of 
themes, and thematic report production (see 
table 2).

Analysis:  Does E xplor ation of 
Pl anning History Matt er?
Analysis in both Cleveland and Columbus dem-
onstrated a clear connection between formerly 
redlined areas and current community chal-
lenges. The disinvestment resulting from 
redlining caused a chain reaction in the de-
cades that followed. Being starved of capital, 
the C- and D-rated neighborhoods (those iden-
tified as yellow and red on maps) slid further 
into disrepair, blight, and eventually high rates 
of vacancy. Urban renewal projects and the con-
struction of the interstate highway system 
would compound these challenges in some 
hard-hit neighborhoods. Meanwhile, growing 
suburbs in each community remained highly 
inaccessible to communities of color.10 The ex-
odus of jobs in the 1970s and 1980s (due in part 
to de-industrialization) and the subprime lend-
ing and foreclosure crisis of the 1990s and 
2000s have exacerbated the challenges faced by 
formerly redlined communities.

In Cleveland, formerly redlined areas were 
still highly segregated; two in three African 
Americans in Cuyahoga County lived in these 

Table 2. Semi-structured Interview Questions and Interviewed Stakeholders

Open-Ended Questions Interviewees

1.  � Why were you interested in documenting 
the history of discrimination in the 
community’s development? 

2. � What did you or other stakeholders take 
away from the work, what was learned or 
documented which helped community 
planning efforts? 

3. � Did viewing the real historical documents 
(redlining maps and text, covenant 
language) impact you or the process? 

4. � Were there any direct outcomes informed 
by the process? (For example, enhanced 
community dialogue, greater awareness, 
concepts which informed planning efforts 
or goals).

Columbus Initiative
•  �Todd Dieffenderfer, formerly with the United Way 

of Central Ohio, currently with the City of 
Columbus

•  �Kim Dorniden, Mid-Ohio Foodbank
•  �Matt Habash, Mid-Ohio Foodbank
•  �Michelle Heritage, Community Shelter Board
•  �Kermit Whitfield, United Way of Central Ohio

Cleveland Initiative
•  �Gregory Brown, PolicyBridge Inc.
•  �Sandra Chapelle, Strategic Solutions Partners, LLC
•  �Freddy Collier, City of Cleveland Department of 

Planning
•  �Martha Halko, Cuyahoga County Board of Health
•  �Richard Stacklin, Cuyahoga County Board of 

Health

Source: Author’s tabulation.
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communities versus only one in four Whites. 
The segregative effects of the HOLC assessment 
have also had implications for housing and 
health outcomes. One of the more startling 
findings was that foreclosures and subprime 
lending activities were heavily concentrated in 
neighborhoods that were redlined in the 1940 
HOLC map. In fact, between 2004 and 2007, the 
high-cost loan rate was 54.1 percent in formerly 
redlined areas versus only 15.4 percent in A-
rated areas. Similar disparities existed in rates 
of vacant property found (figure 1).

Critical environmental and public health 
concerns, such as the distribution of toxic re-
lease sites, rates of infant mortality, and occur-
rences of diabetes reflect the historic imprint 
left by redlining (see figure 2). Infant mortality 

rates were 800 percent higher in redlined areas 
than in nonredlined communities (see figure 
3). Additionally, the highest incidents of lead 
paint exposure occur in traditionally redlined 
areas, which is consistent with theories that 
suggest lack of capital can inhibit housing ren-
ovations critical to reducing exposure to lead 
paint (see figure 4). Life expectancy differences 
also reflects the same general patterns of these 
other critical health measures. Analysis found 
a thirteen- to fifteen-year gap between life ex-
pectancy in former green (A-rated) neighbor-
hoods and those that were redlined (see figure 
5).

An analysis of contemporary conditions in 
neighborhoods within Columbus, relative to 
the 1934 HOLC map, found similar patterns.11 

Source: Created by author from 1940 HOLC map and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment Neighborhood Stabilization Program data (adapted from analysis in Reece et al. 2015).
Note: Areas in light gray were unrated in 1940. The optimal way to view figures 1–5 is in color. We refer 
readers of the print edition of this article to https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/7/1/110 to view the 
color versions.

Figure 1. HOLC (Redlining Map) of Cleveland 1940 and High-Cost Loans in 2008
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11. The comparable maps for Columbus are not included in this article. Visual materials from this project are 
hosted by the United Way of Central Ohio (see “Understanding Poverty in Franklin County,” December 30, 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1​0154936716140337).

https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/7/1/110
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=10154936716140337


r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 r a c e ,  r e a l  e s t a t e ,  a n d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 	 1 21

Source: Created by author from 1940 HOLC map and U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency Toxic Waste Release Inventory data (adapted from analysis in Reece et al. 2015).
Note: Areas in light gray were unrated in 1940.

Figure 2. HOLC (Redlining Map) of Cleveland 1940 and Current Location of Toxic 
Waste Release Sites
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Source: Created by author from 1940 HOLC map and 2010 Infant Mortality data from  
the Ohio Department of Health (adapted from analysis in Reece et al. 2015). 
Note: Areas in light gray were unrated in 1940. 

Figure 3. HOLC (Redlining Map) of Cleveland 1940 and Current Infant Mortality Rates
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Source: Created by author from 1940 HOLC map and 2012 lead test results from Cuyahoga County 
Board of Health (adapted from analysis in Reece et al. 2015).

Figure 4. HOLC (Redlining Map) of Cleveland 1940 and 2012 Child Lead Poisoning
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Source: Created by author from 1940 HOLC map and Cuyahoga County Board of Public Health 
2008/2010 life expectancy data (adapted from analysis in Reece et al. 2015). 

Figure 5. HOLC (Redlining Map) of Cleveland 1940 and 2008–2010 Life Expectancy
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Formerly redlined areas included five of the re-
gion’s eight highest infant mortality zones, 
neighborhoods whose infant mortality rates 
were on par with developing nations. Redlined 
areas included the majority of the county’s 
highest poverty areas and the densest concen-
trations of food insecurity. Formerly redlined 
communities also correlated with the county’s 
highest rates of subprime lending and foreclo-
sure. Additionally, analysis of contemporary fi-
nancial institutions found an absence of main-
stream financial institutions (banks) and the 
densest concentration of predatory creditors 
(such as payday lenders) in formerly redlined 
areas (Reece et al. 2015).

Evaluation of Impact: 
Stakeholder Perspectives
Stakeholders identified both institutional or 
organizational and personal motivations for 
taking part in the process. Stakeholders identi-
fied their interest in deepening knowledge of 
efforts to address racial equity, health equity, 
and poverty in their communities. Participants 
from both regions sought to better understand 
how historical discrimination has influenced 
current challenges in the community, as de-
scribed by participants. A Cleveland stake-
holder, for example, put it this way: “to under-
stand how Greater Cleveland’s history of 
discrimination shaped our current differences 
in opportunities to be healthy.” Another, in Co-
lumbus, explained that “A new group called 
Thrive was being formed to look at the issue of 
poverty in our community. To center all of the 
members of Thrive and provide a solid founda-
tion for the development of a communitywide 
poverty reduction plan, we realized the need to 
understand our history and how it contributed 
to today’s challenges.”

Stakeholders also noted the process’s im-
portance in legitimizing efforts to support ra-
cial equity within their organization and in 
supporting capacity-building for other organi-
zations in the community. A Cleveland partici-
pant said that the process “help[ed] me build 
the case for equity and racial inclusion in my 
current work within the health department, as 
part of the past Place Matters Team. . . to have 
the tools and resources to build the capacity of 
others (partners, decision makers, etc.) on how 

historical policies and practices shape current 
inequities and the role values play in decision 
making.” As a stakeholder in Columbus ex-
plained, “At United Way of Central Ohio one of 
the key principles that guides our work is a 
commitment to addressing racial disparities. 
In order to do that we need to have good data 
on where disparities exist in our community. 
History Matters was an invaluable resource for 
UWCO when we conducted a thoughtful and 
comprehensive review of our investment strat-
egies. It helped us identify priority neighbor-
hoods that have long histories of disparities 
and helped us decide where we would concen-
trate funding.”

Pursuing the historical analysis (and provid-
ing evidence) was described as critical to pro-
viding tangible examples of abstract concepts 
such as structural or institutional racism to de-
cision makers. “It’s really important,” another 
Columbus stakeholder said; “in order for us to 
solve the problems of today, it’s essential that 
we understand how we got here. If you don’t 
understand how we got it, it becomes difficult, 
bordering on impossible to solve the problem. 
These ideas that we talk about, institutional 
racism, structural racism, most people don’t 
understand what that means. We throw these 
terms around, we don’t understand how that 
started, what exactly does it mean, this leads to 
people not being willing to look at them.”

Stakeholders also identified personal moti-
vations for being part of the project, specifically 
their firsthand experience living through the 
historical events reflected in the project. One 
Cleveland stakeholder identified their experi-
ence living through the peak of the civil rights 
movement as fundamental to why they were 
motivated to take part in this process. The 
stakeholder believed documenting and educat-
ing the public about historical discrimination 
was critical to address contemporary racial dis-
parities in the community:

As an African American male who was born 
in the early 1950s and who came of age in the 
1960s and 1970s, [the civil rights movement] 
which occurred in my youth shaped my 
life. . . . The civil rights movement had a sig-
nificant influence on me and my family be-
cause we experienced racial discrimination 
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and segregation . . . the treatment of African 
Americans in American society have had a di-
rect impact on my development as a person 
and a professional. I decided to work to elim-
inate the legal and social barriers that im-
peded opportunities for African Americans. 
One way I have engaged in the pursuit of in-
creasing opportunities for African Americans 
is through the study of historical policies in 
housing, education and health care that need 
to be addressed to increase African American 
opportunities in this country.

Stakeholders described several ways the 
knowledge generated by the project informed 
their (or their organization’s) thinking. Stake-
holders from both cities found the historical 
analysis important in helping them contextual-
ize the long-term nature of challenges the city’s 
most impoverished communities faced, chang-
ing their perspective on how to best intervene 
to address community challenges. As one Co-
lumbus participant said, “The research was 
very useful because it made clear that the issues 
facing high poverty neighborhoods did not 
emerge overnight and sustained investment 
would be needed to make a difference.” An-
other offered this angle: “We destroyed these 
neighborhoods over decades, so what does that 
mean, we are not fixing things in five years, and 
it was multiple policies, we have to be patient, 
we need that long-term perspective.”

Based on the History Matters report, [a Cleve-
land stakeholder explained,] we were also 
able to change our strategies for solving the 
challenges confronting African Americans 
living in communities that were the targets 
for historical racial discrimination and seg-
regation. No longer did we believe that grass-
roots individual interventions alone would 
be sufficient to address historical commu-
nity ills. Instead, we adjusted our focus to 
systems, structures and institutions that per-
petuate racism, discrimination and segrega-
tion. Focusing on systems, structures and 
institutions changes the ownership for the 
conditions that exist from the individual to 
the society and makes the identification of 
effective solutions the responsibility of our 
society not just the individuals impacted by 

the existing conditions. We also now under-
stand that solving conditions that are 
steeped in a racially-tinged historical context 
means that multi- and cross-sector strate-
gies, collective action and collective impact 
will be required.

Stakeholders noted that the research ex-
panded their perspective on the “unnatural” 
nature of neighborhood segregation or com-
munity disinvestment. The project clearly doc-
umented how discriminatory values or norms 
shaped housing and development policies, ev-
ident in these remarks from a Cleveland and a 
Columbus participant respectively: “From this 
work, the concept that values shape decisions 
became clearer as policies like redlining were 
not policy decisions made based on data”; “I 
also found it useful to highlight for some audi-
ences that current conditions are not a result 
of free market forces but intentional enforce-
ment of policies that limited investment.”

Stakeholders discussed the process’s ability 
to identify the role of policy in shaping inequity 
as critical to pushing back against the narrative 
of blaming the victim. “If policies got us here, 
then policies can get us out of this,” a Colum-
bus participant remarked. “Complicated con-
cepts, and complexity, are very hard for people 
to wrap their minds around, so what we do is 
then blame the person, because it’s compli-
cated and the average person doesn’t under-
stand it.”

Viewing historical documents, for example, 
language from HOLC assessments, deed re-
strictions, and redlining maps, provided tan-
gible evidence of how racism shaped the re-
gion. Stakeholders found these historical 
documents to be compelling in making the re-
gion’s history more concrete (less abstract) and 
documentation clearly emphasized the obvious 
discriminatory values embedded in policy. One 
in Cleveland explained: “Viewing the real his-
torical documents impacted me significantly, 
because they highlighted and validated the dis-
criminatory nature of these past policies and 
practices.” A counterpart in Columbus spoke 
similarly: “Yes, it was very powerful to see orig-
inal documents that made clear discriminatory 
practices did exist in Columbus (this was not 
just an issue found in southern states).”
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Redlining maps were particularly effective 
in documenting the geography of historical dis-
crimination. Additionally, maps enabled stake-
holders to visually align (or analyze) the corre-
lation between communities of historic 
discrimination and contemporary challenges, 
such as patterns of poverty or community-
based disparities. A Cleveland participant fo-
cused on the technical angle: “The maps draw 
a clear connection between our history and our 
current landscape of inequities as we are able 
to overlay redlining with a host of other maps 
of determinants of health and health out-
comes.” A Columbus stakeholder emphasized 
the emotional takeaway: “Seeing the actual his-
torical maps and how the areas of redlining 
continue to be areas of high poverty today is 
very impactful and made a strong impression 
on our team and our volunteer leadership.”

Stakeholders in both cities identified direct 
capacity-building, enhanced community 
awareness, and policy impacts from the History 
Matters effort. Project participants in both cit-
ies identified how the process sparked new 
community conversations, engaging multiple 
stakeholders across each community: from 
Cleveland, “I can say that the documents and 
text in the report was used to stimulate com-
munity conversations and the intersection of 
racial discrimination, equity and health. The 
report has also increased awareness of the con-
nections between historical policies and prac-
tices and the conditions that exists in many 
Cuyahoga County communities today”; and 
from Columbus, “community dialogue—the 
portion of Mayor Ginther’s most recent state of 
the city speech that focused on poverty [which 
discussed redlining in high poverty areas] cer-
tainly made clear how the research initially cre-
ated for Thrive was spurring conversation 
across the community on what can be done.”

Stakeholders also identified the importance 
of utilizing the research to foster better cross-
cultural understanding in their respective com-
munities: “There has been subsequent conver-
sation, where my African American board 
members have said, we have known this all 
along, this is our lived experience, and that has 
helped with my White board members, who 
have said ‘wow’ I had no idea, this started a 
conversation, and strengthened relationships 

on the board. For my African American board 
members, it’s almost like hashtag #me too 
[used by women who were documenting sexual 
harassment via social media]. When we bring 
the issues to light and show the data, it dispels 
a lot of myth.”

In respect to policy impacts, both Columbus 
and Cleveland stakeholders emphasized how 
the project informed efforts to enhance place-
based investment:

This research was very helpful as United 
Way’s Community Impact team finalized the 
new community investment model. It pro-
vided a way to focus the issue for the Board 
of Trustees prior to their vote on the invest-
ment framework. It was useful in the develop-
ment of the approach for the two neighbor-
hoods that were selected and helped to set 
expectations for how long the work would 
take. The research made clear the importance 
of investing in public policy and efforts to en-
sure systems work effectively for everyone. 
The knowledge gained also helped to make 
sure we invested in those programs that 
helped those who were most vulnerable.

The Mayor’s Neighborhood Transformation 
Initiative was in part based on the historical 
data that was provided through the history 
Matters Report. . . . it also influenced the re-
cently released race relations report issued by 
our community relations department. The 
City Planning Department has developed a 
community-driven strategy that focuses on 
inherently disadvantaged communities. We 
are investing fiscal, human and other re-
sources in targeted geographies as well as 
generating partnerships to connect our col-
lective resources into these targeted loca-
tions. Our approach is intentional and, if suc-
cessful, can create a model for how to 
transform urban core communities. It is not 
a report but instead a strategy that helps 
guide decision making.

In Cuyahoga County, History Matters di-
rectly informed the county’s health improve-
ment plan, and shifted organizational narra-
tives in how issues of inequity are discussed in 
the region: “Facts, data, information and maps 
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from the History Matters report were integrated 
into the community health improvement plan-
ning process as a means of building the knowl-
edge and capacity of partners. The goal is to 
have our partners achieve perspective transfor-
mation—that is, understand, think and value 
differently, and in turn take action differently 
to address equity and racial inclusion. This in-
formation is now part of HIP-Cuyahoga’s new 
narrative. We highlight the history of discrimi-
nation in the final community health improve-
ment plan and continue to communicate this 
narrative through our messaging and commu-
nications.”

In Franklin County, many of the participants 
in the History Matters initiative would later 
guide the development of a countywide poverty 
reduction plan that referenced the importance 
of structural racism in historical housing and 
development policy in contributing to contem-
porary racial disparities. The plan acknowl-
edged the importance of historical factors in 
its policy goal to “disrupt the institutional rac-
ism and unconscious biases that continue to 
permeate the community” (Franklin County 
2019, 3).

Discussion and Policy 
R amifications
Historical analysis of Cleveland and Columbus 
clearly document the cumulative discrimina-
tory structures that shaped each city, thus 
molding today’s geography of opportunity and 
segregation. The longevity of these discrimina-
tory structures and their reinforcing character-
istics created apartheid-like conditions in most 
communities of color. The robust nature of 
these multiple barriers to opportunity created 
a legacy of discrimination that various civil 
rights acts and inclusionary housing tools have 
yet to fully overcome.

Although the case studies represent the ex-
perience of two cities, the analysis and process 
create policy implications for other places and 

communities. Policy solutions generated dur-
ing both planning processes emphasized sev-
eral primary themes.12 First, stakeholders iden-
tified the importance of centering racial equity 
as a value in policymaking (in contrast to more 
general technocratic policy development). Cen-
tering racial equity seeks to ensure that racial 
equity is a driving value at the forefront of pol-
icy design and that all policies are evaluated 
through a racial equity lens.

Second, the long history of discriminatory 
policy in both cities speaks to policy solutions 
which are sustained over the long term. As one 
stakeholder in the Franklin County engagement 
process noted, “conditions which emerged over 
a half century or more require more than a one- 
or two-year plan or grant to fix.”

Third, the intersection of space, place, and 
racial equity are profoundly important for de-
signing policy solutions. This includes racial 
equity–centered efforts to guide reinvestment 
into historically disadvantaged community, 
and policies that dismantle spatial barriers  
to opportunity (such as exclusionary housing 
policies or inadequate transportation infra-
structure). Finally, both planning efforts em-
phasized using the multisector and multistake-
holder collective impact model to address 
historical impacts of structural racism. The col-
lective impact model differs from traditional 
collaborative planning processes in that it 
overtly focuses on equity while developing a 
backbone organization to support long-term 
collaboration among multiple stakeholders 
(Reece and Gough 2019).

These themes are illustrated in policy state-
ments and plans emerging from Cuyahoga 
County stakeholders that were informed di-
rectly by the historical participatory process. 
These statements speak to the importance of a 
historically grounded racial equity lens for all 
of our policies. “[First] Values influence policy. 
Value-infused policies shape systems, which ei-
ther help to produce prosperity for all or create 

12. Neither planning process emphasized federal policy solutions, deferring to local initiatives and policy solu-
tions in their identification of policy actions (including no discussion of the emerging federal Opportunity Zone 
program). I conclude that the overwhelming influence of neoliberal policy and philosophy of recent decades 
created a barrier to thinking beyond local policy solutions. Earlier in the process several stakeholders noted that 
earlier federal efforts to address racial equity and poverty (such as the Johnson administration’s War on Poverty) 
were a failure. The influence of neoliberal narratives on local policymakers in their understanding of history and 
contemporary policymaking requires further exploration.
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barriers to opportunity for some. [Second] His-
torical policies have long-term, residual im-
pacts that need to be taken into account when 
designing solutions for today. [Third] There is 
nothing ‘natural’ about today’s challenges, nor 
are they unsolvable. Significant change can be-
gin through coordinated efforts focused on 
principles of equity and inclusion” (Reece et al. 
2015, 4).

The policy recommendations emerging di-
rectly from the History Matters planning pro-
cess to remedy structural racism were inte-
grated into the Cuyahoga County’s Health 
Improvement Plan. These recommendations 
include the following strategies.

Developing a community-level understand-
ing of the historical forces involved in creat-
ing current inequities; using health equity 
data to illuminate how race-based policies 
and practices created opportunities for some 
and restricted possibilities for others; sup-
porting organizational, institutional, and 
community leaders to work closely with com-
munity members to create an awareness of 
how and why assumptions about racial and 
ethnic populations can impact their think-
ing, feeling, and actions; and using an equity-
focused approach to develop policies that in-
crease social and economic opportunities for 
racial and ethnic minorities, change individ-
ual and organizational behaviours, and sig-
nificantly improve conditions for all people 
living in Cuyahoga County. (Health Improve-
ment Partnership Cuyahoga 2015, 28)

Plessy, and by extension policies motivated 
by the Plessy doctrine, have a multigenerational 
historic impact. We see this deeply in land use 
and development policy, where impacts of his-
torical discrimination reach across generations 
and domains such as economics, wealth, and 
health. The case studies demonstrate the ne-
cessity and value of participatory efforts that 
document the legacy of Plessy and other struc-
tural forms of discrimination. Stakeholders 
identify several direct advantages of engaging 
contemporary planning challenges through the 
lens of historical research. Learning about our 
often “hidden” history of discrimination and 

development can provide deep insights into 
how to approach contemporary racial equity 
challenges.

As we look back on historical policies like 
those codified through the Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation maps, it is easy to denigrate the 
social mores of Depression-era thinking around 
the themes of race, ethnicity, and class. Terms 
such as infiltration and low-grade population 
that referred to immigrants and African Amer-
icans in the HOLC assessor notes suggested 
that individuals from these communities rep-
resented a risk to public health as if they them-
selves were a disease. Today we can fall into the 
trap of acknowledging how archaic these views 
appear in twenty-first-century America, as if no 
contemporary societal values will be looked on 
similarly by future generations.

It is important to recognize that many of the 
beliefs about race and class that gave birth to 
racial zoning and redlining are alive today, even 
though they may now manifest themselves in 
both unsubtle and subtle ways. Many urban ar-
eas are experiencing another era of demo-
graphic transition, and racial tensions and anti-
immigrant sentiments are vividly present in 
political and public debates.

These concerns are not limited to just the 
racism of the Alt-Right. It is important to con-
sider how current language, messaging, and 
values may contain aspects of explicit and im-
plicit racism. Racism or bias may seep into well-
intended initiatives such as urban redevelop-
ment, affordable housing policy, smart growth, 
sustainability, and local food production in 
subtle ways. All of these initiatives carry a host 
of implications for low-income communities 
and people of color, especially in an age when 
genuine civic engagement and democracy are 
under duress in many marginalized communi-
ties.

For example, gentrification pressures in for-
merly redlined and segregated communities 
present another potential form of wealth ex-
traction. The artificially suppressed property 
values in these neighborhoods creates the po-
tential for investors and developers to create 
tremendous profit as population moves back 
into many urban neighborhoods. These profits 
from rapidly redeveloping spaces are built on 
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the legacy of segregation and are direct by-
products of structural racism. As plans to revi-
talize urban neighborhoods arise and evolve, 
the deep-rooted values on which they are based 
should always be considered for how they will 
affect the families and children of today and 
tomorrow.

The lessons of history are of little conse-
quence if we fail to learn from them. One of 
the important themes of this research is that 
although plans and policies can be more harm-
ful to some neighborhoods than others, they 
can also be used to acknowledge harm and 
bring about a sense of restorative justice by 
helping to rebuild and revive communities. 
The events of history cannot be changed, but 
many of its lingering effects can be mitigated 
or even reversed through the decisions made 
today.

Stakeholder input from the case studies 
presented here illustrates the utility of an en-
gagement process which emphasizes histori-
cal understanding as a primary outcome. His-
tory matters, particularly when we attempt to 
understand our complex contemporary chal-
lenges, our inequities, and the conditions of 
our built environment. Understanding our 
history is essential to cultivating contempo-
rary community change, particularly in long-
marginalized communities, where we battle 
disengagement, distrust, and popular narra-
tives about neighborhoods, none of which ac-
knowledge the legacy of discriminatory policy.

The history articulated through this histori-
cal engagement process speaks to the need for 
a robust policy framework to produce racially 
just cities and a racially just society. Cities built 
on a foundation of racial discrimination should 
embrace a racial equity in all policies lens mov-
ing forward. A racial equity lens to transform 
neighborhoods and cities should not only bring 
restorative investment and opportunity to for-
merly marginalized spaces, but also affirma-
tively connect marginalized communities to 
opportunity.

If we are to move forward, we need to deeply 
engage the legacy of our discriminatory past 
in multifaceted ways, including engaging deci-
sion makers and embedding it in education 
and in societal conversations. Understanding 

our history is necessary to informing decision 
makers, many of whom have little to no his-
torical context for why the city looks the way it 
does today. As our cities and demographics 
continue to change, we need to be deliberate 
in acknowledging our discriminatory past 
while affirmatively seeking restorative invest-
ment and community empowerment in those 
neighborhoods devastated by our legacy of 
twentieth-century philosophies of “separate 
but equal.”

Remedying the racial wealth gap, reducing 
disparities across various domains (housing, 
education, employment, and others) require a 
direct challenge to our continued system of ra-
cialized spatial planning. Although the civil 
rights movement and fair housing efforts dis-
mantled some elements of this system, dis-
crimination in development policies continues, 
particularly through de facto forms of segrega-
tion, such as class-based exclusionary zoning. 
Exclusionary zoning barriers continue to pro-
vide barriers to areas of opportunity, but 
market-driven reinvestment back into urban 
communities can displace marginalized com-
munities while excluding them from the wealth 
generated in the twenty-first-century move-
ment back to the city.

In Whiteness and Urban Planning, Edward 
Goetz, Rashad Williams, and Anthony Dami-
ano argue that twenty-first-century planning 
practice and scholarship must acknowledge, 
challenge, and decenter Whiteness as a domi-
nant paradigm in development policy (2020). 
The authors call for a race-conscious analysis 
of development policies that brings heightened 
awareness of the benefits accrued to White 
space from our development system. Address-
ing racial inequity in planning practice fixates 
on problematizing communities of color but 
does not examine the unearned benefits ac-
crued to White spaces from development prac-
tices. Decentering Whiteness also requires 
challenging the norm of exclusion in land use 
policy, valuing community power building and 
supporting innovative ways of fostering wealth 
building for communities of color. Goetz, Wil-
liams, and Damiano also call for questioning 
integration strategies that are centered on sup-
porting the ideal of Whiteness as represented 
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as “areas of opportunity” in the suburban land-
scape.

Assuming that movement back to the city is 
a permanent trend, massive wealth will be gen-
erated from redevelopment in these areas. 
These real estate profits are artificially created 
by structures that historically devaluated non-
White space. If we are going to address issues 
such as the wealth gap or foster reparations, we 
need to work to ensure that communities of 
color benefit from the reinvestment occurring 
today. Current market-based efforts to expand 
urban reinvestment, such as the recently intro-
duced Opportunity Zone initiatives, may stim-
ulate investment but not connect it to existing 
communities. They may also hasten the dis-
placement of marginalized communities of 
color from areas of revitalization. Policies such 
as community benefit agreements and commu-
nity land trusts can help ensure that marginal-
ized communities benefit from reinvestment. 
For these measures to be effective at any scale, 
however, affordable housing programs are 
needed in areas of redevelopment to stem the 
displacement produced by market-driven rede-
velopment.

At the same time, the distinct geography of 
opportunity created by our legacy of racist spa-
tial policy is entrenched in local land use policy. 
De facto segregation is upheld through a com-
bination of policies related to local land use 
control, exclusionary zoning, and market 
forces. Efforts to address this exclusion through 
regional housing mobility programs have rarely 
been attempted on a large scale, relegated in-
stead to a handful of court-ordered remedies 
or limited to the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development’s Move to Opportunity 
program in the 1990s.

Despite the limited scope of these programs, 
the evidence of their effectiveness in improving 
outcomes for youth is compelling and should 
motivate further implementation. Communi-
ties also need to work to dismantle exclusion-
ary land use restrictions. These efforts may be 
in their infancy as interest grows in restricting 
the dominance of single-family residential zon-
ing (Manville, Monkkonen, and Lens 2020; We-
gman 2020). Although the efforts are fledgling, 
they are a starting point to dismantling dis-
criminatory land use policies.

Housing policy debates to remedy the legacy 
of “separate but equal” have been broken into 
a false dichotomy of either mobility or revital-
ization, but a broader transformation of our de-
velopment system is needed. This transforma-
tion should uphold agency and choice for 
marginalized communities of color. Policies 
that open access to opportunity are needed, as 
are policies that ensure that redevelopment in 
existing communities benefits marginalized 
communities while building true community 
wealth. The transformation also requires an in-
tensive examination and dismantling of policy 
centered on maintaining the benefits, durabil-
ity, and invisibility of Whiteness (Goetz, Wil-
liams, and Damiano 2020).
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