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Dear Citizens: 

I would like to commend the Cleveland Community Relations Board for creating a platform for 
citizens to discuss racial and ethnic relations in the City of Cleveland.  

These discussions help us recognize areas where we have opportunities to improve. 
And, as I’ve said before, what matters and shapes our community is how we deal 
with the challenges we face. It is extremely important that everyone has an 
opportunity to participate in wealth and prosperity in the City of Cleveland. These 
discussions are another tool the City of Cleveland can use to engage our 
community in identifying and creating ways to eliminate barriers that hinder 
equality and equitable opportunity. After all, a great city will be measured 
by the condition and well-being of its people, and our residents deserve a say in the process. 

My goal is to create policies and investment strategies that lead to economic growth and 
wealth creation among those who are traditionally left out. The City of Cleveland 
has adopted a Community Benefits Agreement, created a fund to invest in distressed 
neighborhoods and engaged in comprehensive police reform and crime reduction initiatives to 
ensure equitable service delivery. This report is one tool we will utilize to transform Cleveland.  

We value the voice and input of our citizens. We are committed to improving racial 
and ethnic relations in Cleveland and will continue to promote equitable policies that 
will benefit all of our citizens. I encourage you to read this report and engage in 
future discussions led by the City of Cleveland.

Sincerely, 

Frank G. Jackson, Mayor 



Dear City of Cleveland Residents and Stakeholders: 

The City of Cleveland Community Relations Board (CRB) has a long history of examining 
race relations and diversity in the city. It is the Board’s mission “to promote amicable 
relations among racial and cultural groups within the community.” Therefore, we are excited 
to share our thoughts on the conversations we facilitated about race, equity and opportunity 
through our Race Relations Initiative. 

This report is an insightful compilation of the thoughts and ideas of citizens and various 
stakeholders about the state of race relations in Cleveland and what steps can be taken to 
improve them. This thorough examination was driven by CRB members who represent a 
racially, socially and geographically diverse cross-section of Cleveland. The CRB 
initiated several “Community Conversations” with residents, civil rights organizations, 
clergy, educational institutions, and others to solicit an abundance of community input on 
this effort. The CRB board and staff also examined and analyzed several sets of data and 
statistics to develop this comprehensive report. 

The CRB has issued a “Call to Action” for all associated with the health, 
wealth, social development and stability of the city and its residents. This report provides 
recommendations on how to improve racial and ethnic relations, promote equity for all and develop 
a thriving community. This report is only a point of reference to stimulate productive and 
civil conversations and dialogue about an issue that, if addressed, can help all Clevelanders 
realize their full potential.      

The CRB Race Relations Initiative was sponsored by MetroHealth. I would like to thank 
them for their generous support. I would also like to express my gratitude to the CRB 
members and staff who were responsible for completing this thorough and comprehensive 
report. This collaborative effort demonstrates the commitment and dedication that the City 
of Cleveland, Mayor Frank G. Jackson, CRB, residents and other stakeholders have to 
improve racial and ethnic relations in Cleveland.

Sincerely,

Blaine Griffin
Former Executive Director 
Cleveland Community Relations Board

Dear Citizens of the City of Cleveland:

This report is vital to the growth and development of our city. The hours and dedication devoted to this project can 
only be attributed to those who truly have a heart for Cleveland residents and a desire to see its citizens live in 
harmony and peace. The success of our city will always be measured by what we do for the least of us. Every 
citizen has a voice and every citizen is valued.

I would like to thank the following people:

• Mayor Frank G. Jackson for the opportunity to create a plan that will improve race relations and curb bias in
the City of Cleveland. It will in turn create an environment where justice and equality prevail for all its
citizens.

• Thanks to MetroHealth for their sponsorship and partnering with the Community Relations Board to ensure
that this project would come into fruition.

• Former Director Blaine Griffin whose passion for the City of Cleveland is undeniable. He spearheaded this
project with the goal of ensuring validity for all the ethnic races that compose our great city.

• To Rev. Charles Lucas, Co-Chair of the Community Relations Board, his leadership helped produce a
successful view on Race Relations and Diversity that was desperately needed.

• Peter Whitt and Jenice Contreras, without their arduous labor and hours of dedication to the vision of this
project, we would not be on the path of ending the partiality and exclusion amongst our residents.

Last but definitely not least, I'd like to thank the citizens of this city who shared their perspectives. Your 
feedback and participation have been immensely valuable.

Grady Stevenson 
Interim Executive Director Cleveland 
Community Relations Board
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Executive Summary
In 1945, then-Mayor Thomas Burke and Cleveland City Council had the foresight to establish the Community 
Relations Board (CRB) and dedicate public monies to developing good race relations. According to the 
establishing legislation, the duty of the Board is to “promote amicable relations among the racial and cultural 
and other groups within the community." In 1947, the City Council, at the insistence of the Community 
Relations Board, passed an initial ordinance to address discriminatory practices at Euclid Beach Park.

It is critical to Cleveland's growth to continuously bring people together in a safe space to have 
tough, ongoing conversations about race. Since 1945, the work of the CRB continues to be forward-thinking. 
The CRB  understands that poor race relationships, power, bias and privilege continue to stunt the growth of 
cities across the country. The United States has since its inception proclaimed to be a society for all. Yet, it still 
appears that our ability to generate innovative solutions that reflect optimal 21st century living and working 
environments is being undermined by systemic failures.

Systemic failures are silent oppressors that yield a lack of inclusion and opportunity as well as diminish thriving, 
diverse relationships in many cities across America. In fact, they mimic earlier centuries in American history when 
all racial groups were not granted equal participation in local decision-making processes. The CRB seeks to 
address these failures and drive change to disrupt the behaviors and outcomes of these oppressors.

From 2012-2013, the CRB implemented the Race Relations Initiative. We convened residents and 
organizational leaders in a series of forums to understand their experiences and perspectives on the state of race 
relations. We used qualitative methods by asking participants key questions and sharing key results. In addition, we 
leveraged current data from thought leaders and best practices on race equity. The results of that process 
comprise this report, which will shed light on the important work that needs to be done. Through this initiative, the City 
pushed residents and other stakeholders to have tough conversations about race, equity and opportunity in 
Cleveland. The CRB in partnership with MetroHealth System’s department of Diversity and Inclusion sponsored 
a series of community race relations conversations to engage residents and leaders in discussions on their 
unique perspectives and experiences with racial relationships in both their communities and organizations. 

Community leaders recognized both then and now, that commitment and intentional, focused efforts 
are necessary to bridge racial and ethnic disparities. They also recognize that forward-thinking actions that 
promote diversity, will positively impact people’s lives, our neighborhoods, work places and the City of Cleveland as 
a whole. The CRB contends that solutions that are centered on equity through similarities, uniqueness, mutual 
understanding and respect for all people will benefit the whole. The following report integrates data, which 
includes theory and applications, to leverage, develop and recommend solutions to generate more racially 
equitable opportunities and further support the City of Cleveland’s capacity to thrive.

The United States has since its inception proclaimed to be a 
society for all. Yet, it still appears that our ability to generate 

innovative solutions that reflect optimal 21st century living and 
working environments is being undermined by systemic failures. 
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The report "History Matters: Understanding the Role of Policy, Race and Real-estate in Today’s Geography 
of Health Equity and Opportunity in Cuyahoga County" provides an understanding of the inequitable 
practices related to housing. A few of those practices include:

Figure 10 
Proportion of the total population by race in the various HOLC designations in 1940 for Cuyahoga County. 
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Redlining
“The United States Congress created the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) in June of 
1933. The purpose of the corporation was to refinance mortgages that were in default in order to 
prevent foreclosures. In 1935, the Federal Home Loan Bank Board asked the HOLC to look at the 239 
cities and create 'residential security maps' to indicate various levels of security for real estate 
investments. The maps were created in conjunction with competent local real estate brokers and 
mortgage lenders, believed to represent a fair and composite opinion of the best qualified local 
people.  These maps were very influential. Banks would not want to take on the risk of making 
uninsured loans, so affordable, government backed home mortgages were steered away from 
certain areas. Each area was assigned a Type: Type A (blue), B (green), C (yellow) and D (red). The 
color coding or type indicated how much federal backing a loan would receive. Red areas 
received no backing thus the term 'redlined' was born.”

The Racial Origins of Zoning
“Racially restrictive covenants and zoning prohibitions were two of the most successful and 
popular forms of racially restrictive land use, especially in the northern U.S. While racially restrictive 
covenants no longer exist and zoning is no longer overtly racist, their legacies have had a 
profound and permanent effect on the modern city.”

Figure 9 
Racial populations (% of the Area by Race) for the various areas by HOLC designation in 1940 for Cuyahoga County.  
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Figure 12
Geographic distribution of immigrant population (nonnative born) by race in 1940 overlaid on top of HOLC areas.

As a result of practices like redlining and racial zoning:

“Indeed, African Americans were virtually denied mortgage insurance altogether, as over 90 percent of the 
African American population in 1940 lived in a neighborhood that was completely redlined. At the same 
time, race-restrictive covenants and racial steering would have made moving out of such areas difficult (if 
not impossible) until the passage of the Fair Housing Act in 1968. Figures 9 and 10 illustrate the demographic 
patterns of redlining.”
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Various notions exist 
about where we are as a 

country and as to our 
maturity in managing 
the impact of race on 

individual and 
systemic dynamics.

Where America Finds 
Itself Today

Various notions exist about where we are as a 
country and our level of maturity in managing the 
impact of race on individual and systemic dynamics. 
There are two primary competing perspectives 
about racism in America today. First, there are those 
who say that we live in a ‘post-racial’ society. 
Individuals in this camp primarily align themselves 
with the belief that with the election of an African 
American president in 2008, racial injustices dissolved 
and are no longer relevant.

Others believe that racism still occupies the throne 
of our nation. Individuals who subscribe to this 
notion acknowledge that differences created through 
racism are maintained through social, legal and 
political controls in many areas of society and 
economics - a perspective rooted in the theory of 
racialization.

Regardless of an individual's ideological alignment, 
the shouts of discrimination from individuals 
and organizations across the United States 
cannot be discounted, nor can they be understood 
in isolation. 

Policy that approaches current problems without an 
understanding of historical problems will continue to fail

at addressing the disconnect between community and 
government. Efforts to enact stringent 
voter registration laws, place restrictions on food 
purchases by families receiving Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families, and decisions by American 
lawmakers to fund prisons but not schools are a 
few examples that speak to systematic oppression.  
This is the very reason that broader discussions 
are necessary followed by actions. 

The Civil Rights Movement, Black Lives Matter and the 
Dakota Access Pipeline protest by Native 
Americans  are not examples of groups merely 
expressing and acting out their frustrations.  The 
frustration is not due to one or two acts of 
maltreatment but is evidence of maltreatment 
and violation of rights over long periods of time.  
To become a more egalitarian city and 
nation, we can no longer afford to be trumped 
by the power and privilege of a few.
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Here is another example of the impact of redlining and racial zoning:

“The report indicates that  63% of African Americans in Cuyahoga County live in neighborhoods that were once
rated 'C' or 'D' in the HOLC map, while only 27% of whites live in such neighborhoods.”Figure 13

Distribution of 2012 African American population in relation to historical HOLC areas.

Figure 14 
Proportion of 2012 population by race in relation to historical HOLC areas. 
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Figure 14 shows how the current population is situated relative to the Home Owners Loan 
Corporation (HOLC) geography of 1940. 
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Cleveland, Ohio
Context

The City of Cleveland Community Relations Board 
(CRB) members represent Cleveland’s diverse racial, 
ethnic, gender and religious population. Members 
include Mayor Frank G. Jackson, Chairman and Rev. Dr. 
Charles Lucas, Co-Chair. The board meets monthly to 
protect individual’s civil rights and to relieve tension 
between and promote peaceful relations among 
cultural groups.

Board members and staff concentrate their efforts in 
the following areas:

I. Community / Faith Based Outreach

II. Multicultural Outreach and Engagement

III. Conflict Mediation

IV. Police / Community Relations

V. Youth Engagement / Crisis Intervention

Over the years, the CRB selected key issues to address 
ranging from fair housing and interracial relations to 
police relations and practices.  In 1982, the CRB 
instituted district committees, which are made up of 
members of the CRB, the community and the local 
police. The district committees provided a bridge 
between police and community and have broken 
down the antagonism that has consistently plagued 
this relationship. These efforts included the institution of 
an extensive course of human relations training that 
educated police and staff.

The CRB began the Race Relations Initiative 
following the death of teenager Trayvon Martin in 
February 2012, in Sanford, Fla. Martin was shot and 
killed by neighborhood watch volunteer George 
Zimmerman during a physical altercation. 
Zimmerman was charged with second degree 

The poverty and unemployment rates referenced 
in the Huffington Post piece, titled "The 9 Most 
Segregated Cities in America," published on 
Aug. 27, 2015,  illustrate the disparity between the 
white and black subgroups (see below). However, 
the rates did not consider other people of color in 
these zip codes. The report identified percentages of 
poverty unemployment among “blacks” and “whites” 
in Cleveland as:4

• Black poverty rate: 33.6%

• White poverty rate: 9.3%

• Black unemployment rate: 20.2%

• White unemployment rate: 5.4%
While Cleveland was ranked number one on the list of 
segregated cities, other cities across the nation have 
similar statistics. This level of segregation was highly 
influenced by historic policies that have shaped the 
housing and economic distribution of opportunity in 
Cleveland and other cities across the country.

The work published by the Kirwan Institute in February 
2015 offers a structured and meaningful understanding

Conceptual diagram of early and mid-20th century policies that enforced segregation and isolated opportunity for 
racial and ethnic communities.2

that shows how Cleveland came to be one of the 
most segregated cities in America. The study, 
commissioned by the Cuyahoga County Place 
Matters team, provides clear data that indicates how 
policies and practices implemented throughout the 
1900s provided barriers, restricted opportunity and 
promoted racialization in certain neighborhoods with 
borders defined by race. 

According to research by the Kirwan Institute, the 
federal housing act of 1949 and its amendment, 
paved the way for more demolition of the urban core 
and new construction of large downtown centers. 
These acts displaced mostly African Americans and 
new immigrant populations to disinvested neighbor-
hoods and denser areas of poverty in Cleveland, Ohio.

Meanwhile, suburban investments grew within white 
only communities because blacks and other 
immigrants were not permitted to move into those 
areas. The Federal Highway Act of 1954 funded road 
development that further limited accessibility and 
opportunity to communities of color and immigrant 
populations. These intentional practices led to 
deeper trenches of isolation from resources and 
opportunity. 

murder in April 2012, and found not guilty in July 2013. 
This incident, like several others since then, shines a light 
on the need to create spaces for conversations on race 
relations that impact the life and growth of American 
cities. Local civic and community leaders recognized 
the need to embrace diverse communities and 
promote the benefits of mutual understanding and 
respect. Steps taken by the City must promote a 
social justice agenda that is broader than merely 
creating space for people to engage with each 
other. To effect permanent change, the community 
must push the needle on the connection between 
effective systems and racial justice within Cleveland’s 
local government, businesses, and social and human 
capital institutions. 

The work of John Powell, formerly of the Kirwan 
Institute at The Ohio State University, also compels us 
to design evaluation that provides the understanding 
of progress and context that promotes or undermines 
racial equity policy and practices as a system. In order 
to do this in a way that builds systems, it is imperative 
that evaluation not be viewed as a matter of success 
but a matter of further examination that gleans data 
and facts as to what, why and how the impact of 
policy and practice either worked or did not work. The 
next step is to examine the outcome as a practice. 
Adjusting the racial equity strategy will sustain the 
completed work and ensure new policies and 
practices are implemented that allow racial equity.

Cleveland was identified as the most 
segregated city with more than 55% of its 

population living in homogeneous zip codes.
Source: Huffington Post, "The 9 Most Segregated Cities 

in America" published August 27, 2015
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“...to look at 239 cities and create 
'residential security maps' to indicate 
various levels of security for real-estate 
investments. The maps were created 
in conjunction with “competent local 
real estate brokers and mortgage 
lenders, believed to represent a fair 
and composite opinion of the best 
qualified local people. These maps 
were very influential. Banks would not 
want to take on the risk of making 
uninsured loans, so affordable, 
government-backed home mortgages 
were steered away from certain areas. 

Each area was assigned a Type: Type 
A (blue), B (green), C (yellow), and D 
(red). The color-coding, or type, 
indicated how much federal backing a 
loan would receive. Red areas received 
no backing, thus the term 'redlined' 
was born. Yellow areas received only 
15% backing. This essentially cut 
these areas off from loans. Red and 
yellow areas were typically 
neighborhoods where people of color, 
laborers, immigrants, and Jewish families 
lived. In contrast, the more 'desirable' 
areas, blue and green, received up to 
80% federal mortgage insurance 
backing...(This widened the inequity 
between people of different races and 
socioeconomic status). These 
assessments of the 1940s left a lasting 
impression on the area; the residential 
security maps created ripple effects of 
business, retail, education, arts, and 
health care disinvestment.”
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According to the Kirwan 
Institute for the Study of 
Race and Ethnicity:

Yet, as a result of the historic Civil Rights movement, the 
Civil Rights Act of 1968 required fair renting and 
homeownership and led to the Community Investment 
Act of 1977. This act permitted lending to low-income 
and moderate income families as a counter to the 
redlining that had been in existence for decades. 
Zoning ordinances often targeted practices that 
prevented racial groups from moving into specific 
communities and led to preserving the quality of life in 
white only communities that were considered 
desirable. In fact, the zoning ordinances not only 
disinvested resources in communities where immigrants 
and people of color lived, but they placed toxic dump 
sites or business and industry that harmed the 
environment in many of these neighborhoods.2

This level of systemic policy and practice has 
implications for how people of different races interface 
with each other in Cleveland today. There is a current 
need to identify targeted practices that increase 
proactive dialogue be-tween different groups of 
people, ensure that investment occurs in disinvested 
neighborhoods, and shape policies that are equitable 
for all residents. The City is doing this in its current 
development projects, like Opportunity Corridor; and,   
by developing policing practices that are not simply 
governed by mere handshakes, but have intentional 
inclusive practices that bring equitable outcomes 
through policy, practice and fluid evaluation to 
promotes a new Cleveland - a Cleveland that no 
longer supports the historical outcomes of  sustained 
disinvestment and one that supports all communities 
and is equitable for all.

The Cuyahoga Place Matters team has developed a 
set of principles to guide our community in creating 
equitable access to resources and opportunities for all. 
It is the belief of the Community Relations Board that 
the result of this first series of Community Conversations 
supports the rec-ommendation of these highly 
researched principles which can advance the goals of 
the City of Cleveland Community Relations Board. 

Place Matters is a national initiative that has a local 
team with local collaborations addressing several 
issues pertaining to equity. Place Matters, in 
collaboration with the Kirwan Institute for the Study of 
Race & Ethnicity, have suggested the principles on the 
following page. The Cuyahoga Place Matters team has 
developed a set of principles to guide the community in 
creating equitable access to resources and 
opportunities for all. The Community Relations Board 
believes that the recommended principles are key 
opportunities to improve race relations.2

This document identifies and outlines actions steps that 
all entities in Cleveland, including the private sector, 

I. Collective Impact
Develop a common agenda and shared vision for change that coordinates
stakeholders across sectors, aligns priorities and actions, mobilizes resources, and
measures improvement.

II. Equity
Adopt policies and practices that ensure no one is advantaged or disadvantaged
because of ethnicity, race, gender, age, religion, or socio-economic position.

III. Placemaking
Recognize that “neighborhood or community” is the context in which health and well-
being begins. Systems, institutions and community members must work collectively to
create optimal neighborhood conditions and atmosphere that enable people to thrive.

IV. Policy and Advocacy
Subscribe to the principle of “health and equity in all policies” and actively advocate for
policies that engender (health) equity, racial and ethnic inclusion and cultural
competency outcomes within systems, institutions, communities and neighborhoods to
improve economic, health and social conditions for all community members.

V. Promoting Community Member Capacity Building and Inclusion
Draw upon community members’ capacity to identify and solve issues in their
environments and intentionally support opportunities for community members and
other groups to lead efforts that create strong and vibrant communities.

PRINCIPLES TO CREATE EQUITABLE ACCESS TO RESOURCES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL

can utilize to make meaningful and permanent 
changes to racial equity in our city.  By moving 
forward with intention, the buy-in of leaders, a 
collaborative spirit and an integrated strategy, the 
City can create targeted initiatives that promote 
equity and opportunity for all.

As Cleveland and other cities across America move 
toward equitable policies, close evaluation, true 
systemic change that addresses  racial inequities 
can become the vehicle to sustain the practice or 
prolong new approaches for extended periods of 
time. In his article, “Poverty & Race Through a 
Belongingness Lens,” John Powell states, “Rather 
than thinking of evaluation simply as a means to 
understanding whether or not an intervention 
worked, we need to think of evaluation as a way to 
better understand the system itself.” 

An example of moving toward true systemic change 
in Cleveland is the Consent Decree reached with the 
United States Department of Justice (DOJ).  The City 
of Cleveland voluntarily entered into a settlement 
agreement with the DOJ based on the findings of 
an investigation into the Cleveland Division of 
Police’s (CDP) policies and practices; it was released 
December 4, 2014. The findings of the investigation 
indicated that there was reasonable cause to 
believe that Cleveland Police engages in a pattern

or practice of using excessive force.5

The settlement was based on a Joint Statement of 
Principles agreed upon by both parties and 
commissioned by the City of Cleveland. The process 
began with negotiations and an intention to reach a 
court-enforceable settlement agreement. It included 
the appointment of an outside independent monitor 
to ensure compliance with the terms of this 
agreement. The resulting agreement reflects broad 
input received by many parties from the diverse 
communities that make up Cleveland.

By signing the agreement, the Mayor and the City 
committed to ongoing engagement with community 
stakeholders to foster continued participation and 
long-term sustainability of the reforms created by this 
agreement. The City agreed to establish a 
Community Police Commission and ensure that the 
Cleveland Division of Police develops and implements 
a comprehensive and integrated community and 
problem-oriented policing model. This model will 
promote and strengthen partnerships within the 
community, engage constructively with the 
community to ensure collaborative problem-solving, 
and increase community confidence in CDP. All of 
this is reflective of Mayor Jackson's commitment to 
longterm systemic change, based on evaluation and 
action.
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I. Improve racial relationships among citizens in the City of Cleveland.

II. Partner with residents and key stakeholders and learn from their diverse racial
relationship experiences.

III. Promote accountable resident and stakeholder engagement that promotes
positive race relations.

IV. Identify best practices that will further encourage positive and proactive race
relations in the City of Cleveland.

V. Identify action steps that will be led by the City of Cleveland and partners.

VI. Develop a report to be shared with communities and stakeholders.

Forums were held across five Cleveland area police districts (shown on the map to the right) through a 
series of focus groups and one ‘kick-off’ conversation was held initially in August 2012 that had a broader 
reach. In December 2012, the CRB kicked off its Race Relations Initiative by holding the first of a series of 
conversations on race. Conversations were held in various locations. The final focus group was specifically 
tailored towards the concerns of organizations, although the questions for discussion were not altered. The 
guests were leaders and managers in those organizations who recognized the importance of building the 
capacity within their respective organizations to talk about race and thereby, effect systemic change.

When assembling these sensitive conversations, key points from the National Workbook project were adopted to 
emphasize the importance of open spaces for public conversations about race. Stakeholders must recognize 
that racism is dynamic and ever-changing. The critical aspect of racism that must be addressed in similar 
conversation is the accumulation and incorporation of long-standing racialized practices into all of our social 
and economic structures. Stakeholders must also acknowledge that structural racialization is a system of 
social structures that produces and reproduces cumulative, durable, race-based  inequalities. 

Therefore these conversations must be inclusive of all and not exclusive. Finally, racialized outcomes do not 
require racist actors. Focusing on individual instances of racism can have the effect of diverting our attention
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The Race Relations  
Initiative
As the mission of the City of Cleveland Community Relations Board (CRB) is to protect individuals’ civil rights and to 
promote peaceful relations among and relieve tensions between cultural groups, the Board was the ideal arm 
of the local government to facilitate the Race Relations Initiative. While the initial thinking was to hold a forum as 
opposed to a series of conversations, the response of community residents and partners who chose to be engaged in 
what they saw was a necessary conversation, quickly created the need to expand the work into an initiative of multiple 
conversations over time.

THE OBJECTIVES OF THIS PROACTIVE SET OF CONVERSATIONS WERE TO:

from the structural changes that are required to achieve racial justice. 

Specific guiding questions and guidelines must be in place to ensure that conversations and solutions can be 
shared openly. Each conversation in this community engagement process was open to the public and notice 
was provided early to ensure that those who desired to participate could do so. Events were held in community 
sites so as to be accessible to residents who chose to participate. Each conversation consisted of a large group 
facilitator and moderated table discussions that were facilitated. Responses to a series of questions including 
opening conversations were recorded and specific demographic information was collected. Information was 
then compiled and prepared for dissemination in this report. 

The guidelines for each conversation were intended to foster an environment that would make participants feel 
comfortable enough to fully engage in what is often viewed as an uncomfortable topic. The ground rules 
reminded participants to respect the opinions of others, monitor their own emotions and value opinions that were 
truly different from their own. In addition, there was a contracted recorder at each table whose task was to 
capture all that was said without impacting the quality of the information generated in each table discussion.

Source: City of Cleveland
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• Community Relations department staff provided outreach and meeting support
◦ Department staff identified and established best meeting location per meeting
◦ Department staff leveraged key partnerships with community organizations and leaders to

recruit and invite the public
• Community Relations Department Director and Board Vice Chair opened meetings
• Community Relations Board (CRB) Members facilitated the conversations on race
• Table leaders and writers were volunteers and identified at each table
• Participants responded to six questions followed by conversations at each table
• Recorder shared key experiences from the table conversations to the larger group
• Data share with CRB members

Race / Ethnicity
In 4 of the 5 district 
conversations, more 
than 60 percent of 
participants were 
African American

In 1 of the 5 district 
conversations more 
than half of the 
participants were white
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Five District Community 
Conversations on Race 
Relations
CONVERSATION PROCESS OVERVIEW

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FROM THE FIVE DISTRICTS
(See map on p.11)

Age Groups
14 -19 = 9
20 - 29 = 9
30 - 39 = 15
40 - 49 = 15
50 - 59 = 15
60 + = 30

93 Participants Total

At the initial meeting, six key questions were asked of participants. The data was collected, reviewed and the six 
questions were refined to improve the clarity and context for the purposes of the conversations. These questions 
were consistent with the Appreciative Inquiry process that was used to encourage open sharing and creative 
thinking in a non-threatening environment, which was established through the use of clear guidelines for 
participation at the start of each meeting. After the initial introductory meeting was held, it became clear that a 
series of conversations should be held that could engage more people around these important questions. All 
attendees were encouraged to participate and their responses were recorded and synthesized for the purposes 
of this report.

Gender
Females = 65

Men = 28

(White males 
accounted for 
less than 10% 
of participants)

Education Level
The majority of 
participants had some 
college education

17 of the 93 reported 
no post secondary 
education

Detroit Shoreway 
North Collinwood 

Bellaire-Puritas 
University Circle 

Ohio City
Buckeye-Shaker: This meeting was held with organizational leaders

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR PARTICIPANT ROUND TABLES

Question 1 What is your candid view of relationships between people of different races in the City Of Cleveland?

Question 2 What experiences have you had regarding your race in your community? 

Question 3 What have you observed as it relates to interactions in your community? 

Question 4 What are the barriers/challenges now that threaten racial equity?

Question 5 What practices and policies do you believe the City of Cleveland can implement to 
improve race relations?

Question 6 What is one action step you can do differently that will improve race relations?

We recognized that our participant outcomes do not represent a statistical sample of the population of Cleveland based on 
scientific research standards. The approach, gleaned from research practices, was to enhance the quality of the report.

MEETING LOCATIONS BY NEIGHBORHOOD
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Qualitative questions yielded important information 
from participants. In many instances  participants 
shared common sentiments, specifically a belief that 
these types of conversations were rare as many 
had not engaged in similar dialogue. They also 
appeared to value the discussion and many were 
active participants. The following section will provide 
a glimpse into the responses that were garnered.

Responses from participants about the need for 
honest conversations on race in Cleveland 
validates our belief that conversations such as this 
and those held in neighboring communities should 
continue. 

Many participants identified the absence of 
appropriate forums to address problems they  face as 
a key problem they encounter. They further indicated, 
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What We Heard
Residents said that they continue to 
experience the following challenges: 

• Getting needed services at local institutions
and organizations

• Facing structural inequality in the workplace
• Experiencing poverty and economic

disparity in their community and surrounding
areas and having no effective channels for
addressing these major concerns, which
creates the call to action that is the basis for
this report

• Noting that some of these conversations
could be sensitive and therefore the proper
setting and facilitation would be critical to the
success of ongoing conversations

• Ongoing commitment from everyone
involved to create action based off the
discussions

Talking for the sake of talking, which some 
felt was the norm, was clearly not what 
people called for:

• People expressed the value and need to raise
the awareness of all residents about race-
infused challenges in the city and to get more
people involved in these critical conversations.
However, participants clearly had specific
actionable outcomes in mind

• Personal expectations for the value of engaging
in this conversation series was a clear indication
of their belief in the need for people to come
together to create change. There was a clear
call for the City to take an active role in both
continuing the conversations about race and
making sure that appropriate change happens

• Participants agreed that the City can jump start
a plan of action to better educate people and
promote healthy race relations and that this
initial forum was a good starting point

Analysis of the informal tabletop discussions yields 
more depth into the perceptions of the participants in 
regards to the six questions that were the focus of 
each of the conversations. Participant responses were 
reviewed to identify common perceptions.

Many participants identified 
the absence of appropriate 
forums to address problems 
they  face as a key problem 

they encounter. They further 
indicated, quite candidly, 

that the absence of effective 
ongoing communication 

channels is a barrier to the 
creation of adequate and 

timely solutions. 

When asked: What is your candid view of 
relationships between people of different races in 
the City Of Cleveland? Responses included:

• People believe that race relations in
Cleveland need to improve and that it will not
occur accidentally, but could only be the result
of direct and specific action and intent

• People expressed concern that racial
separation was geographic based on streets 
where people resided as well as on the whole 
demographics of the City, specifically whether 
one lived on the east or west side of Cleveland

• Several references were made to age and
economic status as other bases for the division
that many believed plagues the City and
interferes with its growth

• Many references were made about the Black
–White racial divide in the City. Although,
several participants indicated that there were
so few opportunities for inclusive, integrated
cultural activities in the City that it perpetuated
the divide among many groups. The term racial
prejudice was used in multiple conversations.

• Many residents also indicated that public
systems, such as education, were sometimes
perpetrators of this divide. And, indicated

schools could easily become facilitators 
of positive race relations in the City.

•

•

Several people said indicators of the divide
were due to perceptions that were sometimes
cultural or generational and not based in
actual negative experience.
The clear consensus seems to substantiate
the research and suggests that changing
perceptions of people, can change people’s
realities and experiences leading to the
growth of the City.

When asked: What experiences have you 
had regarding your race in your community?

Many participants' experiences could be 
categorized into experiences they faced 
when interacting with systems as well as 
with individuals.

The systemic experiences included perceptions of 
facing discrimination because of race, which 
yielded personal maltreatment when attempting to 
get needed services. Then, this often led to poor 
service delivery or no service delivery at all.

• People expressed apprehension about
securing needed services based on previous 
maltreatment experienced by themselves or
others. Poor interactions with police, which
people attributed to racism, and poor
experiences with the judicial system was a
common response.

• Participants also expressed concerns about
poor race relations based on interactions with
individuals across the city.

• Relationships between neighbors of different
races seem to be strained and even more
so, interactions between people from outside
communities that occurred in public spaces.

• Participants also expressed feelings of sadness
and personal pain over some of these negative
race interactions.

• Common sentiment was that many of these
unfortunate interactions were actually fueled
by stereotypes and the lack of opportunities for
people of different races to gain an
appreciation of other cultures.

• Some indicated positive experiences at
community and cultural festivals. However
most responses were in reference to negative
race relations being common in Cleveland.

quite candidly, that the absence of 
effective ongoing communication channels is 
a barrier to the creation of adequate and timely 
solutions. 
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When asked about race relations, 
participants have observed:

The responses affirmed the variety of experiences that 
had been shared across the conversations in response to 
earlier questions. 

• People seem to relate better around common
interests such as youth engaging in a particular
sport activity or adults working in the same work
environment. However, sadly, it does not
appear that these interactions cross over
into personal spaces, such as backyard
barbecues or family birthday parties.

• People again suggested that younger people
seem to get along better in school, but then
separate to their respective neighborhoods and
cultures after school. Again, residents seem to
share the belief that stereotypes fuel negative
interactions between the races and instill
inappropriate levels of fear in people, which
discourages positive interactions between races
across the City of Cleveland.

• Participants also referenced negative race
interactions between police and African
Americans as well as inequity in hiring
practices in the workplace.

• There is also a notion that formal and informal
networks or power structures are still in play
across the city which impacts race relations in
regards to both of these areas.

• There was also a shared belief that positive
experiences bring people together;
while negative experiences often
exacerbate differences, stereotypes, labeling,
name calling and anger.

Systemic issues and relationship issues were 
often cited in response to the question: 
What are the barriers/challenges now that 
threaten racial equity. 

The following ideas reflect several of the prevalent 
responses to this inquiry and indicate areas of focus in 
the creation of effective solutions to reduce racial

inequity and improve race relations in the City 
of Cleveland. Success can be achieved when 
there is a focus on reducing:

I. Inadequate school / education systems

II.  Inequities in income, economic power and
opportunity

III. Individual resistance to engage in tough
conversations about race and lack of
transparency or viable public interactions
involving race

IV.  Institutionalized racism

V.  Gender inequity

VI. Racial profiling

VII.Political approach to immigration

Participants were very thoughtful in their 
responses to what practices and policies 

they believe the  City of Cleveland can 
implement to improve racial relationships and 
inequities in Cleveland. 

• There was a definite consensus of the need for
effective action by the City and by individual
actors, in their daily lives, to address symptoms
and triggers of racial inequity that affects the
lives of the residents and the growth of the city.

• It appears that the overarching sentiment is that
individuals must operate collectively to improve
race relations in a city.

• The keys to the elimination of the noted barriers,
according to the respondents, is that there must be
individual willingness to change personal beliefs,  a
refusal to foster racial stereotypes, cooperation with
neighbors, and active engagement as change
agents in the city.

• Participants overwhelmingly agree that the City
government has an obligation to offer equitable
services that are accessible to all residents as
well as operate these systems using protocols
that value individual contributions and effort.
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• Respondents shared a belief that the City
should continue to foster opportunities for
productive conversations about race in
hopes of continuing to create solutions to
the barriers mentioned earlier in the
narrative.

• Effective and informed leadership and
the provision of diversity training to all staff
appears to be suggested as a means to
foster long term improvement in race
relations in the local government and the
provision of civil services.

• Consensus that law enforcement and the
courts should begin to acknowledge racial
issues and provide training to eliminate racial
profiling in the city.

In addition, respondents were asked to 
identify specific actions they recommend as 
outcomes of the conversations. They were 
asked to focus on the identification of 
immediate improvement of negative race 
relations in the city.  

• An influx of positive media images that
depict an integrated society and
promote positive images of people of all
races, was considered to be an
immediate short term solution to

eliminate stereotyping and intergenerational 
cultural biases.

• Respondents suggested the City provide
increased opportunities to engage in critical
conversations about race, encourage
broader participation in these discussions
across the city and work with the residents to
implement actionable items out of those
discussions.

• Overall respondents suggest that people
should take personal responsibility to be the
change they want to see, and to not
only highlight injustices, but be willing to
identify opportunities that promote positive
race relations.

• People had positive racial experiences in the
city, specifically related to cultural events.
There was a perception that younger
people advance positive race
relationships. The counter point to this was
that family and personal relationships outside
of school or work are often not integrated.

• Promoting opportunities to engage in
diversity education and encouraging positive
interactions in public spaces emerged as
solutions to the challenges that came out of
the conversations.

I. People of color and white females consistently
engaged in the conversations.

II. Residents clearly see a connection between the
quality of race relations in the city and the delivery of
quality city services.

III. Qualitative and quantitative data reflects residents’
understanding  that inclusive conversations are the
key to solving some of the city's current ills.

IV. These tough, but honest conversations, need to
happen because racism impacts all residents of the
city, and has done so throughout its history.

What We Came 
to Understand 
About Cleveland
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Socio-Ecological Model
Given the array of concerns and suggestions gleaned from the participants in the conversations, it appears that 
the Socio-Visual Impact Tool (p. 29) is a relevant framework to consider in organizing the actions that can lead 
to racial equity in the City of Cleveland. The basic framework promotes the need to organize and leverage 
strategies through targeted relationships and establishing equitable practices and policies. The Socio-Visual 
Impact Model was developed based on the Socio-Ecological Model, which supports researchers and 
institutions to better understand and mobilize opportunities to impact systems where people live work and play.

The Socio-Visual Impact Model illuminates relationships and opportunities that can be leverage at various 
levels. This allows individuals and organizations to target their actions to foster sustainable change and 
effective evaluation of their work. It is likely that new methods of evaluation will need to be utilized to truly 
address the movement of the needle for change in real time that supports continuous progress.

This base model can be leveraged by City leaders to promote opportunities to increase the positive interfaces 
and engagement with diverse ethnic groups. CRB recommends a focus on the elements of the Socio-
Ecological Model at the interpersonal level which can promote intentional conversations that support and 
design future intentional interactions around race.

Based on the work of Dr. Barry Johnson, the polarity thinking approach (interdependent values pairs) suggests 
that leveraging both pairs, like support for self and support for others,  builds more efficient and effective 
outcomes. That requires a focus on “both/and” thinking, not just “either/or” thinking. Conversations and 
intentional action that value this approach can become the corner stone for equitable change to improve 
race relations over time.7

However, as we look to the opportunities within organizational practices we have to further explore how 
practices within organizations promote spaces and intentional conversations on racial and ethnic difference. 
The conversations encourage people to speak about subconscious and conscious bias and acknowledge 
that it exist within most people. Creating a space for staff to recognize and learn from their bias instead of 
seeing that conversation as “the elephant in the room” can have positive impact on people and 
organizational effectiveness. The “elephant in the room” often avoided based on organizational culture 
typically have punitive impact on staff. That culture limits the opportunities for healthy tension, team support 
and productivity.

“The Center for Disease Control uses a four-level social-ecological model to better understand violence and 
the effect of potential prevention strategies. This model considers the complex interplay between 
individual, relationship, community and societal factors. It allows us to understand the range of factors 
that put people at risk for violence or protect them from experiencing or perpetrating violence. The 
overlapping rings in the model illustrate how factors at one level influence factors at another level.

Besides helping to clarify these factors, the model also 
suggests that in order to prevent violence, it is necessary 
to act across multiple levels of the model at the same 
time. This approach is more likely to sustain prevention 
efforts over time than any single intervention.”6

Socio–Visual Impact Model
Developed by Enlightenment Consulting Group, LLC8

Intra-Personal 
To have the 
intention, will and 
courage to initiate 
equity-focused 
conversations 
that can lead 
to outcomes. To 
expand your view 
point by seeing 
the opportunity of 
cultivating a Both/ 
And mindset as a 
supplement to an 
Either/Or mindset 
to improve 
equitable race 
relations.

Inter-Personal
To mobilize across 
relationships, at the 
individual and 
group levels, that 
are anchored 
in residential, 
corporate, and 
government entities 
that focus on 
intentional and 
impactful 
interruptions of 
racism and biased 
systemic practices.

Organizational 
Impacts racial 
equity through 
organization 
policy and 
regulations i.e. 
board 
development 
and practices.

Community 
Strategic and 
intentional 
organizational 
partnerships i.e. 
creative fiscal 
partnerships.

Public Policy 
Impacts racial 
equity in federal, 
state and local 
policy, which is 
embedded to 
create a just and 
targeted norm.

Intra-Personal Inter-Personal Organizational Community Public Policy
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Socio-Visual Impact 
Model
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A focus on the Socio-Visual Impact Model promotes different strategies for equity at different levels of the 
system. It can be a resource for the City and important stakeholders (such as political, corporate, institutional, 
community leaders), and should also include all residents, regardless of race. Success at building these 
sustainable movements will foster greater opportunities for long-term impact and community building through 
proactive racial dialogue. 

This proactive and inclusive dialogue must logically build on appreciating history and difference, which by 
nature will broaden the context and lead to equitable race relations across the city. 

Collaborative opportunities - with organizations that intentionally prioritize the institutionalization of proactive 
race relation practices as a bridge between organizations in communities - can have significant implications 
for building more egalitarian organizations and communities. Ideally, innovative opportunities will include the 
adoption of intentional policies, practices and evaluation methods to enhance the quality of life for all.

Domain Recommendations

Intra-Personal Train individuals, organizational managers, directors and staff alike to 
recognize and understand the reason for their biases. Individuals should be 
aware of biases that are rooted in having an "either/or" mindset; Promote 
the use of a “both/and” mindset as a supplement to “either/or” thinking that 
leverages relationships, manages challenges and opportunity over time

Inter-Personal Leverage organizational groups to be the space where both homogeneous 
racial groups and racially diverse groups have safe and impactful racial 
dialogue; Leverage the outcome of the conversations as intentional 
community change and organizational change opportunities; Build 
sustainable networks that improve relationships through dialogue and action

Organizational Create intentional change management strategies at the City, corporate 
board and organizational leadership levels that focus on racial equity; 
Ensure that organizational management and staff adhere to actions that 
are rooted in inclusion, policy and evaluation that improves targeted 
initiatives that become equitable outcomes

Community The City and its corporate partners can provide resources to community 
based organizations such as local community groups, non-profit 
organizations (i.e. Settlement Houses) and community development 
corporations to support their capacity to intentionally and collaboratively 
partner to address and improve equitable opportunities and race relations 
within communities.

Public Policy Develop a "zero tolerance" practice for inequity at the local government, 
corporate and not-for–profit level; Address and expose systemic solutions 
that may promote practices and encourage inequitable racial disparities 
and outcomes; Create policy, practice and evaluation that promote and 
sustain equitable opportunities across all ethnic groups that interrupt racism
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What Can Be Done 
Next? 

The Social Visual Impact Model provides a framework to organize the possibilities for solutions that emerge 
from this first series of race conversations.

One example of next steps are based on work in Portland. The goals on page 31 were amended from the 
report, "Portland’s Partnership for Race Equity in 2011." The goals provide one more lens that supports the 
current work by the City of Cleveland when addressing racial equity.9

However, we recognize the greater opportunity must include a tandem partnership and action steps for 
equitable change from our public, private and large not-for-profit leading organizations. This will ensure we 
take care of ourselves and others as our City of Cleveland thrives.

UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT OF RACIAL 
EQUITY AND INSTITUTIONAL RACISM

To understand the role of racial equity within the context of 
government operations, we must consider both adverse effects of 
institutional racism and individual racism.

Individual racism refers to the judgment, bias or stereotypes that can 
lead to discrimination.

Institutional racism refers to “policies, practices and programs 
that work to the benefit of white people and the detriment of 
people of color, usually unintentionally or inadvertently.”

Addressing institutional racism requires the examination and 
dismantling of systemic policies and practices that serve to 
perpetuate disparities. Understanding historical context should 
play a role in every analysis of social and public structures and 
investments.

GOAL 1

GOAL 2

GOAL 3

Establish strong leadership, training and technical assistance for a citywide racial equity initiative

Racial equity starts with a commitment by all leaders, including the Mayor, City Council and Directors, 
to eradicate inequities in public service and improve outcomes for all Clevelanders. This is shown 
through public support, staff training and technical assistance resources.

City of Cleveland Community Relations Board supplemental recommendations:
Have leaders from corporations, large not-for-profits and others provide a commitment to eradicate 
racial inequities.

Develop a department specific to racial equity strategy with measurable targets

Racial equity belongs at all levels of government. Every department serves a unique role in the City’s 
operations and service delivery, and has an opportunity to significantly improve racial equity. Taking the 
time to develop a strategy will equip a department with the knowledge to set measurable goals for its 
operations and outcomes.

City of Cleveland Community Relations Board supplemental recommendations:
All corporate and large not for profit organizations should operationalize practices and policies to 
drive equitable change in all areas where inequities are evident. This can be measured and evaluated 
with the intention of seeing economic growth as a result of equitable practices.

Implement strategy, develop tools and track progress

Through implementation, departments have the opportunity to develop equity tools that can 
intentionally shift how Cleveland does its business in a way that has a positive social impact on all 
Clevelanders.

City of Cleveland Community Relations Board supplemental recommendations:
Evaluations that are structured and targeted only to racial equity. The evaluation should provide 
analysis, actionable outcomes, accountability and results that lead to a thriving workplace and 
community in the City of Cleveland.
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The picture to the right indicates the 
difference between equality and equity. It 
demonstrates the need to leverage greater 
opportunities and outcomes by sharing power 
and aligning that power with targeted 
practices and policies that allow all people to 
thrive. 

Our corporate, government and philanthropic 
leaders must find the will and seize the opportunity 
to share power that builds opportunity for all people.

Disadvantaged communities must not be 
ignored for financial gain. Creating an 
infrastructure for the most disadvantaged and 
often lowest income communities will help 
Cleveland thrive and become a better city for all.

All leaders should commit to strategically 
evaluate and dismantle infrastructures that 
sustain segregation and disadvantage groups.

As we feel compelled to choose sides on 
national debates and political parties, we 
must think beyond having an “either/or” mindset 
and see the value of leveraging a “both/and” 
mindset. This may expand thinking that can 
lead to a more egalitarian approach towards 
race equity. One example of this concern is 
the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement and 
by others, such as All Lives Matter. 

The argument took on an "either/or" 
mindset indicating that either Black Lives Matter or 
All Lives Matter. If you look at it from the both/and 
mindset:  Black Lives Matter and All Lives Matter, 
therefore, making Black Lives Matter, too.  

https://edtrust.org/the-equity-line/equity-and-equality-are-not-equal/
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Chair of the Committee 
Perspective

Saying that "Black Lives Matter" is not to say other 
lives do not matter. Black lives matter because 
the evidence over time has shown a 
disproportionate impact based on premature 
deaths in the Black population. Why? It is due 
to history, policy, and practices that consistently 
place less value on Black lives. This appears to be 
rooted in a financial benefit to a select group and 
entity as evident over time. The challenges of 
slavery, Jim Crow and mass incarceration are 
examples. Black Lives Matter's work does not 
exclude other people of color and ethnicities. This 
work also does not exclude people labeled 
“white” or people of European descent. All lives do 
matter, yet paying attention to those with the 
least opportunity and having an intention and 
practice to lift up those groups through targeted 
and equitable practices, will allow our city, our 
state and our country to thrive. 

Cleveland can lead the nation.

More than a decade of research in the field of social cognition suggests that many Americans harbor 
pervasive, unarticulated and unconscious racial biases, and that these biases drive behavior. Further, even 
when we shed explicit racial beliefs, traces of racism persist at the unconscious level. There is a growing 
body of literature that suggests that while conscious racial attitudes are improving, unconscious anxiety 
and bias, as well as the work of social structures, are producing negative racial results. As such, we submit 
that Cleveland and other American cities should continue to foster similar conversations that provide a safe 
forum to address racism as we know it and dare to act.

Racism is understood as a set of negative, explicit beliefs or attitudes in individuals directed at a group based 
on physical or other characteristics. When this attitude is reflected in behavior and policies, it becomes 
racial discrimination and racially inhibited social systems. All of these are devastating to the concept 
of effective integration in communities and foster generations of poor race relations. The creation of 
effective policies, systems and practices and effective evaluation of the policies over time will be the 
outcome of racially sensitive individuals. 

https://edtrust.org/the-equity-line/equity-and-equality-are-not-equal/
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