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immediately. Economic development planning is urgent to redress inequities in poverty rates, incomes, 
employment, occupations and education. Without the region’s utmost efforts going to improve the 
economic prospects for communities of color, the county will lose a generation of youth as they do not 
see decent prospects for their hard work. Offering youth hope for a positive future must include an 
improved economic environment for communities of color.  

 

Household budgets 
Looking at household budgets helps tie together a range of issues about both incomes and expenditures. 
Full time wages are increasingly not enough to pay the bills. When working full time at the minimum wage 
of $8.40/hour, an Oregonian earns $16,800 – an amount that is $1,510 less than the federal poverty line 
for a family of three. When family size grows, minimum wages are less able to cover living expenses, and 
the depth of poverty deteriorates. Full-time wages are thus officially poverty wages, even when Oregon’s 
minimum wage is more generous than most.  

 
Minimum Wage Income (Oregon, 2009) Annual Federal Poverty Line 

 $16,800/year 
 As calculated at rate of $8.40/hour 

(which equals $1,400/month) 
 

Family of 1 = $10,830 
Family of 2 = $14,570 
Family of 3 = $18,310 
Family of 4 = $22,050 
Family of 5 = $25,790 

  Source: Federal Poverty Lines and Oregon minimum wage data. 
 

 
Know that minimum wages have never taken working people to the poverty line. In the historic view of 
minimum wages below, this shortfall is highlighted.  

 

 
Source: Profile of the federal minimum income, adjusted to 2007 to enable cost comparisons. Oregon 
State University.62

 
 

When one calculates realistic costs for basic living, we build a budget for a family of three (below) and find 
that the family needs $30,840 (or $2,570/monthly) to survive. This is an annual shortfall of $14,280. No 
one can survive on minimum wage when raising a family. Nothing exists for emergencies, renter’s 
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insurance, or entertainment. And if one was so unfortunate as to have debt, repayment is not considered 
a basic expenditure, so debts would continue to grow under this scenario.  

 
Below are the specifics of this calculation, drawing from local real costs, and tallying the expenditures 
needed to survive.  

 
     Family Budget, with single parent working at minimum wage, two children (1 toddler) 

Annual Income 
(full time, 

minimum wage) 
Subsidies & taxes Basic cost expenditures 

Costs 
(monthly) 

Shortfall 
(monthly) 

  

 
Subsidies = $367 

• Eligible for food stamps = $367 
• No earned income tax credit 

• Not eligible for free lunch  
• Eligible for reduced lunch 

Housing (1BR fair market rent) $809  

  

Food $465  

Child Care (1 toddler @ $7500/yr) $625  

$8.40/hour  Transportation (3 Trimet passes) $138  

or $1,400/month 
Monthly taxes = $387 

• Federal income tax = $210 (15%) 
• State income tax = $70 

• FICA taxes = $107 
(social security @ 6.2%; Medicare @ 1.45%) 

 

Telephone $30  

or $16,800/yr Utilities (electricity) $75  

  

Television $40  

Health Care $288  

Other Necessities $100  

$1,400  Net after subsidies & taxes = $1,380/month Basic monthly costs $2,570  ($1,190) 

    Source: Adjusted from Economic Policy Institute with local 2009 data. 
 
What are some of the coping strategies families will use to survive? They will use food banks, food stamps 
and charity. They will also live in overcrowded spaces and substandard housing. Our single mother will 
find a second job, if she can in this economy. That may leave her children with lack of supports to succeed 
at school and may result in complaints being made to child welfare. She won’t fill doctor’s prescriptions 
and no one will get medical care until it is urgent. They will be in arrears on rent and will move frequently. 
Such moves result in reduced school achievement for students and escalating chances of dropping out of 
school.   

 
And still, we haven’t yet added race and ethnicity to our analysis. When we do this, the precariousness of 
communities of color is more profound. Remember the income profiles of communities of color in the 
income section and that most recently, people of color earn half of the wages of White people. We also 
know that child poverty levels are at 33.3% in Multnomah county, while that of Whites is at 12.5%. Couple 
this with escalating inequality, and a lessening of claim on the public purse and we are poised to plunge 
communities of color into deep economic despair. When our economic data become available on the 
basis of race and ethnicity (not until next year in the fall), we anticipate seeing a crisis of profound 
dimension.  
 

  Hispanic 
African 

American 
Native 

American 
Food stamp use 15% 4% 2% 
Disproportionality level 36% 100% 67% 
Source: Department of Human Services, Oregon, as cited by Michelle Cole, The Oregonian, September 11, 
2009. These three communities were the only ones reported. 
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It is not surprising that communities of color have to use food stamps at a rate deeply disproportionate to 
their numbers. Worse poverty, lower incomes, and higher unemployment all contribute to greater 
vulnerability and increased need to depend on state services. At the “low” end, Hispanics “only” face a 
36% disproportionality level, while African Americans are forced to use food stamps at rates double those 
that their numbers warrant.  
 

 
Income trends 

Today, there is greater likelihood of people of color being born poor and staying poor throughout their 
lifetimes. The longstanding promise that “a rising tide will lift all boats” is a proven failure to equitably 
distribute the benefits of economic growth, first across the economic spectrum, and second across all 
racial identities. Witness the graphs below to see how time has deepened economic inequality and how 
the economy has failed to deliver on any semblance of equality and racial justice.  
 

 
Source: Author’s calculations from PUMS datasets from Census 1980 and American Community Survey, 2007, with 
custom extractions by Joseph Buani-Smith. Decile 1 is the poorest 10% of families, and the value is their total annual 
income (the mean of all families in the poorest 10% of the population). Decile 10 is the wealthiest 10% of families 
and the mean annual income of those in the decile.  
 
This chart shows that a generation ago (in 1979) there were significant income disparities between White 
families (raising dependent children) and families of color across the income spectrum. The gap between 
these two lines is fairly constant, with a typical middle class income gap (at Decile 5) being $19,801 per 
year. Among our poorest 10% of families, there was a gap of $8,625 and an annual income of $2,400 for 
families of color. The gap between families of color and White families was of a similar magnitude among 
the wealthiest of our families – the richest 10% of families had a disparity gap of $14,907. Please know 
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that these figures have been changed to “2007 constant dollars” meaning that they have been adjusted 
by inflation rates to ensure that they can be equivalently compared with the most recent data of 2007 
which appear below. 
 
Fast forward to 2007, and examine the same data for families today. The first thing to notice is that the 
lines change in shape and in separation, particularly at the high end. But please also notice that the scale 
on the left vertical has changed, in order to accommodate the very high incomes for our richest White 
families.   
 

 
Source: Author’s calculations from PUMS datasets from Census 1980 and American Community Survey, 2007, with 
custom extractions by Joseph Buani-Smith. 
 
Let’s compare a few specific incomes to see what is occurring. The first is to consider middle class families 
(at Decile 5). Today, the gap is $23,000, which is a significant growth from 1979 when it was $19,801. At 
the low end, the gap is $4,300 – an improvement over 1979. But the direction of this disparity reduction is 
not the desired increase of the income of families of color, but rather a significant decrease of incomes for 
White families. This is not the direction that any of us seek in disparity reduction efforts, particularly 
among the poor. Notice too, that the incomes of our poorest families of color (Decile 1) have dropped by 
$1,700 through his generation. 
 
Turning our attention to incomes at the high end of the range (Decile 10), we see a massive gap of 
$143,500. Remember, we have already adjusted these incomes to ensure their comparability by changing 
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the 1979 figures to 2007 constant dollars. The size of this gap in 1979 was $14,907 – not good to begin, 
but an outrageous 10-fold increase through the generation.  
 
In summary, the incomes of Whites and people of color are diverging. We had greater income equality 
between Whites and people of color at the start of this generation, and now have burgeoning income 
inequality in today’s era. This generation has been marked by a policy environment that has gutted the 
common good through avenues such as privatization, deregulation, inadequate social programs, 
minimum wages that do not keep pace with costs of living and increasing reliance on corporate solutions 
to income support programs, health and infrastructure. Coupled with expansion of free trade agreements, 
pro-corporate interests have significantly surpassed that of the average worker. People are increasingly 
framed as “tax payers” first and residents with entitled claims on public resources last.  
 
The conclusion of this growing gap is that the beneficiaries of the changed economic landscape are, in this 
region, deeply racialized – meaning that one’s racial identity (as White or as person of color) prescribes 
the likelihood of reaping the benefits of a changed economy and altered economic policy, or bearing its 
brunt.  

 
Notice, however, that these incomes will not accurately reflect one’s real living conditions. Expenditures 
on health care, child care and housing have escalated rapidly. Individual debt is currently at all-time high 
levels, and bankruptcy is spiraling out of control. These issues are felt most deeply for those at the middle 
and low ends of the income spectrum. The most recent financial crisis (as those institutions setting the 
terms of our indebtedness set the stage for imperiling millions of homeowners) has led to record 
foreclosures, recession and global capital crises. Given the shifting income distribution between Whites 
and people of color, and the differential impact of how these costs are shouldered (more heavily by lower 
income earners), we will have an even worse economic scenario than the above figures capture.  

 
Turning once again to the data in the above charts, we have reconfigured these data to show the net 
results of last 28 years on different families in Multnomah county. We have taken incomes at the close of 
the generation and subtracted those at the start (1979) to highlight the changes. The wealthiest families 
are at the top of the chart and the poorest are located at the bottom (continuing to work in 2007-
constant dollars).  
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Source: Author’s calculations from PUMS datasets from Census 1980 and American Community Survey, 2007, with 
custom extractions by Joseph Buani-Smith. 

 
Only the wealthiest 40% of Whites have gained significant ground over the last generation. Top income 
earners among families of color have, overall, lost ground in that same period. Among these top 40% of 
families (Deciles 7 through 10), the average loss is $1,496 annually, although there are variations among 
this range as can be spotted above. The same average for the top 40% of White families is an average gain 
of $47,663. Clearly, the changes on the economic landscape over the last generation are having a 
profoundly different impact on incomes on the basis of one’s race.  
 
Often when we discuss these trends, readers are interested in seeing where they fit in the income 
spectrum. Below are the income levels for each group within the 10% slices of each set of families. One 
explanatory note – while the poorest of White families have lost $6,025/year, their incomes are still, on 
average $4,300/year higher than those of families of color.  
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2007 
Thresholds for Deciles, 2007 

White families Families of Color 

Decile 1 
0 to $14,999 

(average = $5,000) 
0 to $5,199 

(average = $700) 

Decile 2 $15,000 to $26,849 $5,200 to $15,099 

Decile 3 $26,850 to $37,599 $15,100 to $20,39 

Decile 4 $37,600 to $49,999 $20,400 to $28,299 

Decile 5 $50,000 to $59,999 $28,300 to $37,399 

Decile 6 $60,000 to $73,999 $37,400 to $48,809 

Decile 7 $74,000 to $92,399 $48,810 to $54,999 

Decile 8 $92,400 to $115,049 $55,000 to $76,599 

Decile 9 $115,050 to $160,999 $76,600 to $103,599 

Decile 10 $161,000 to $778,000 $103,600 to $320,670 
Source: American Community Survey, 2007, PUMS datasets, with custom extractions by Joseph Buani-
Smith. 

 
The current economic crisis is causing a reexamination of the policy trend towards greater corporate-
preferred priorities. While financial deregulation is most under scrutiny, so too are policies that have 
resulted in elite and corporate incomes thriving while the majority have stalled or deteriorated (as we see 
above). Voices are increasingly demanding an end to policies that undermine the well-being of workers, 
and increasingly, those of workers of color: 

G20 leaders must ensure that there is no return to ‘business as usual’. While this crisis was precipitated by 
the collapse of the housing bubble in the U.S. and propagated by reckless financial speculation, the 
underlying causes lie in fundamental economic and governance imbalances that are the direct result of 
three decades of neo-liberal economic policies, with the effect that the fruits of growth have not been 
distributed to workers. Now is the time to learn the lessons of this crisis and build a more sustainable and 
just future.63

 
 

Economic trends are deeply racialized and there are deepening disparities between Whites and 
communities of color. The hyper-valuation of those at the top of the income ladder co-exists with benefits 
being denied to people of color. This deepening economic separation between rich and poor and between 
Whites and people of color simultaneously translate into increased social distance.64

 

 This challenges us 
with the social impacts of economic separation: collective investments in equity, equality and the 
common good deteriorate with the social distance of the Whites elites from the majority of the 
population.  

Wealth, housing & homelessness   
Communities of color have long been denied access to the largest wealth-creating system in the USA: 
homeownership. The legacy has been profound with the following dimensions: 

• Differential access to free land, as Oregon permitted all Whites to get 320 acres of land, but 
denied people of color this access (circa 1850) 

• Outright banning of Blacks as homeowners (legislated in Oregon between 1857 and 1926),  
• Refusing  African Americans and Chinese the right to live in Oregon 
• Redlining policies by real estate groups and insurance companies (which, despite their banning in 

1948, continued until the 1980s) 
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• Federal homeownership loan programs (between 1933 to 1948, officially, but extended unofficial 
discrimination until the 1980s) which people of color were denied, as they were in “riskier” 
neighborhoods  

• Exclusion from the GI housing bill after WWII65

 
 

Further deepening poverty was the state-imposed tax on all residents of color in Oregon between 1862 
and 1926. This cost $5/year in 1862, and has an approximate value of $807/year today.66

 
 

These policies, coupled with the deeper poverty and lower, less stable incomes of communities of color 
have resulted in their significantly lower levels of wealth (which is the total value of all one’s assets, minus 
the value of their debts). The national profile illustrates how disadvantaged communities of color are 
according to wealth.  

 

 
Sources: Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of Consumer Finances (for 2007, first three elements), US Census 
Bureau (for Asian/Pacific Islander data, 2002 figures). Native American data are not available. *Note that 
the A/PI value is for 2002, and at this time the White equivalent was $87,056.  

 
Placing the above data in simpler terms, for every dollar of wealth that White people have, Blacks have 6 
cents, Hispanics have 6 cents, and Asian/Pacific Islanders have 68 cents (using the 2002 equivalents).  
There is, however, reason to believe that the local picture (in Multnomah county) is much worse, given 
that our typical economic experience is much worse than the national average, and Oregon’s damaging 
history in land and housing practices.  

 
Wealth creation is a feature of assets that rise in value, savings and inheritances. As one can imagine, they 
are closely tied to income and one’s ability to purchase items that are likely to increase in value. They are 
also tied to intergenerational wealth inside a family, as inheritance is a feature of how one’s kin were able 
to accumulate wealth. Some studies suggest that only 25% of one’s wealth is tied to income and savings, 
while up to 75% flows from inheritance and what is called the “propensity to save” that flows from 
behavioral patterns in a family.67

 

 The historic treatment of most communities of color that forbade many 
of us to own land, to vote and to even work, and also our historic discrimination in the labor market has 
resulted in generations of families of color being unable to accumulate wealth, and subsequently endow it 
to the current generation. 
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Coupled with this legacy is the current demise of personal savings across the USA. While trends in saving 
were about 8-10% in the 1960s, and rising to 10-12% in the 1970s, and then falling to about 5% in the 
1980s, the savings rate has deteriorated to about zero today. The chart below shows the national rates of 
savings averaged across the population. As one can imagine, the bankruptcy trend has risen precipitously, 
causing Warren & Tyagi (2003) to uncover that families are now more likely to go bankrupt than they  are 
to divorce.68

 
 

 
Source: US Department of Commerce (2008).69

 

 These data are not available disaggregated by race and 
ethnicity. 

Know, however, that this pattern is not equal across the population. Poor and low income people, of 
whom communities of color make up a disproportionate share, are stretched financially in covering the 
bills. In our “Household budgets” section there was a budgeting profile for a single parent working at the 
minimum wage. Covering costs was not possible working 40 hours/week as she got into debt at a rate of 
over $1,000/month. Low income people have never been able to accumulate savings and this is similarly 
true for many within communities of color.  

 
Homeownership is dramatically tied to increasing one’s assets, as one accumulates value in home equity 
instead of paying rent to someone else. To punctuate this point, data from 2004 show the median wealth 
of owners is $184,560 while that of renters is only $4,045.70

 

 This is an almost 50-fold higher wealth level 
for owners compared to renters. Unfortunately these data are not available for the local level or for 
communities of color.  

Housing values are, however, available for the local region. Housing values are one of the three key 
factors that create wealth. The first is inheritance, the second is income and the third is housing values. In 
each area, there is lack of parity between people of color and Whites. While we do not have access to 
local wealth data at this time, we do have an understanding of incomes (earlier in this report), housing 
values, and homeownership rates. 
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2008 
Multnomah County 

White Communities of Color 
Median house value  $291,400   $244,050  

% owners 62% 45% 
Source: American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
Communities of color have lower homeownership rates than Whites and have lower median housing 
values, by almost $50,000 in Multnomah county. We also have significantly lower homeownership levels 
(45% instead of 62% - almost 40% lower levels of owning one’s own home). This significant driver of 
wealth creation is deeply limited among communities of color. We have also made comparisons in 
homeownership rates with the national level. Ownership levels are 53% nationally, while only 45% in the 
county. Again, as in all the comparative examinations we have done with the national data, these 
numbers come close to a 20% worse situation.  

 
The key current issues in housing data are that of the subprime lending crisis, and its disproportionate 
damage done to communities of color. Discrimination has continued in the home lending industry, with 
people of color being denied access to loans from prime lenders. Look at the data below for borrowing 
decisions in the local region (Portland area). 

 

  
Home Ownership Rate Loan Application Denial Rate 

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 

White 77% 58% 48% 7% 10% 11% 

People of Color 62% 47% 33% 12% 16% 15% 

  Native American 62% 50% 29% 13% 20% 16% 

  African American 67% 45% 33% 15% 19% 18% 

  Asian/Pacific Islander 60% 58% 34% 9% 11% 11% 

  Latino 57% 33% 34% 10% 12% 13% 

Source: Housing and Community Development Commission, City of Portland, 2004.71

Tier 1 = households with incomes more than 95% above the median income (wealthiest) 

 Definitions for the terms used 
are: 

Tier 2 = households with incomes 80-95% over the median income (mid-range) 
Tier 3 = households with incomes 50-80% over the median income (poorest homeowners) 

  
This graph shows that even when comparing borrowers within the same income range, communities of 
color have mortgage application rates that are about 50% more likely to be denied than Whites.  

 
Instead, many people of color turned to the subprime market for loans. These loans are predatory as they 
have the impact of placing homeowners at the mercy of unscrupulous lenders who, even while aware of 
the damages caused by these loans, continued to target them at people of color and the poor.72 People of 
color are three times more likely to have subprime loans than Whites, with 55% of subprime loans going 
to people of color while only 17% of such loans go to Whites.73 Note that many of these loans would have 
succeeded in the less expensive prime lending arena – with estimates of up to 50% of all subprime loans 
likely to have been eligible for prime loans.74

 
  

The impact of this disparity is profound, with a total loss of wealth estimated for people of color to be 
approximately $200 billion across the USA, making this the largest loss of wealth in US history for these 
communities.75 Perceived as the new form for housing discrimination, it marks a significant loss of the 
homeownership accomplishments for communities of color that will take decades to regain. 
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Further evidence shows that the configuration of housing difficulties is not just a result of poverty. 
Communities of color face high levels of discrimination in securing housing. In a national paired testing 
study of discrimination in metropolitan housing markets, Native American renters were significantly more 
likely to be denied information about available housing units than comparable whites. Discrimination 
against Native American renters averaged about 28.5% in the study, a disproportionately high rate even in 
comparison to other communities of color.76

 
     

In our local region, housing discrimination is still rampant. Although research has been conducted outside 
Multnomah County (in Beaverton), discrimination against Latinos was found in 4 of 8 cases (50% levels of 
discrimination), and against African Americans in 7 of 9 cases (rates of 78%).77

 

  The forms of 
discrimination experienced by the testers included the following: being told a unit was already rented (yet 
still available to Whites), quoted higher rents for a unit, required to make higher deposits, shown less 
desirable units or being denied information about specials. The prevalence of such discrimination is 
anticipated to lead to expanded testing into Multnomah county next year. While this is a small set of tests 
to draw from, the heightened levels of discrimination that exist lead us to contemplate that there may be 
extraordinary barriers to housing for many of our communities of color. 

Housing costs continue to threaten families of color. When people spend more than 30% of their income 
on rent or mortgage costs, they are typically unable to cover the remainder of their expenditures and are 
subsequently considered “at risk of homelessness.” While it is unacceptable for 49.6% of American 
renters to be so imperiled, rates of communities of color are considerably higher at 57%. The disparity in 
vulnerable owners is significantly higher, with the numbers going from 41% among Whites to 54% among 
communities of color. While housing costs in the region are high, the movement of several communities 
of color to the suburbs has largely been necessitated to secure affordable housing. These data show that 
even this is not enough. The region’s approach to land use planning needs rapid and considerable 
attention.  

 

2008  
Paying more than 30% of income on rent 

Renters Owners 
USA - all 49.6% 37.5% 
Multnomah county  52.1% 42.9% 

  
White 49.9% 40.6% 
People of Color 56.9% 54.1% 

       Source: American Community Survey, 2008. 
 

Public housing is one avenue to respond to homelessness and the lack of affordable housing. Residents 
pay a percentage of their income as rent, instead of paying market rents, which have skyrocketed in this 
region over the last ten years. Note that we have combined data from both the public housing program 
(where the Housing Authority owns and operates the project), and the affordable housing program 
(where the Housing Authority owns the property but subcontracts operations), and cite these figures 
below in the “public housing” category. Tenant vouchers (Section 8 housing) are a subsidy program that 
operates in the private housing market to support tenants who are in need of housing supports, and is an 
avenue for governments to avoid actually building or owning housing but instead to make housing 
affordable within the private market. Access to housing support programs is more difficult for 
communities of color than for Whites, as we interpret the graph below. Access for communities of color is 
particularly limited in public housing. If no barriers to participation existed, we would expect the same 
levels in the two programs as those who are poor.  
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Source: Housing Authority of Portland. (2009).78

 
  

In public housing (the responsibility of the Housing Authority of Portland, and serving the whole of 
Multnomah county), disparities are deeply pronounced with Whites vastly outnumber people of color in 
receiving these supports. The Housing Authority of Portland which delivers these programs need to 
review the existing disparities, identify their causes and dismantle the barriers to these resources.  

 
After housing costs become too draining and people cannot secure housing and housing support 
programs, homelessness results. Documenting the homeless is a difficult task. The federal housing bureau 
(Department of Housing and Urban Development, or HUD) requires each community that receives 
Homeless Assistance Funding to conduct an annual homeless census. Revealed are a growing number of 
people who are homeless.79 These numbers are subject to significant undercounting as the tallies are 
done on one night and they miss many people who sleep on friend’s couches or in overcrowded motels. 
The result is to document those served in official service organizations and those who are outside for the 
night. We report these data with significant concerns about their undercounts. Reported in the city of 
Portland in 2009 were 2,483 people sleeping outdoors or in shelters, up 13% from the prior year.80

 

 The 
racial breakdown of these data appears in the following chart, and after it, the degree of 
disproportionality that exists between those who are homeless and the population overall. 

2009 Identity of those who are homeless 

African American 11.6% 

Native American 8.6% 

Asian 0.4% 

Latino 9.1% 

Communities of Color  29.7% 

White 70.3% 
Source: City of Portland Bureau of Housing & Community Development (2009).81
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The above chart reveals that there are wide variations among the homeless, and supplement these data 
with the below chart to illustrate the disparities (by calculating how these numbers are modified by the 
community population figures).   

 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations from City of Portland Bureau of Housing & Community Development (2009).  

 
Here we see that there is heightened homelessness among Native Americans and African Americans, and 
relative under-representation among Asians, Latinos and Whites. We are not sure why these disparities 
exist, but one does need to ask if the shelter service system has cultural barriers to the inclusion of other 
races and ethnicities. Many of the homeless in the above study are contacted through homeless shelter 
service organizations. Above, we have seen similar evidence in two housing support programs. We do 
know that those in the Asian and Latino communities believe that homelessness is a deep problem, but 
that cultural norms are such that they rarely uses the shelter system, as neighbors and family reach out to 
house people in such distress.  
 
We are pleased that the City of Portland has decided to include those who are precariously housed in 
their homelessness survey this year. We anticipate that this will allow more of our communities of color 
to be visible in the homelessness community.  

 
Given the rising crisis of unemployment (now at 11.3% in the Portland metropolitan area), we would 
increasingly expect people to lose their homes. One indicator is the surging numbers of homeless public 
school students, which in September 2009 totaled 2829 such youth in the county.82

 

 This is 14% higher 
than the prior year, and up 122% since such reporting began in 2003.  

Helping the homeless find housing is a difficult challenge. The failure of the private market to develop 
affordable housing is deplorable, and the equivalent failure of all levels of government to step in and 
expand the supply of public housing serves to fail all our low income residents. Today in Multnomah 
County, waiting times to get into public housing is typically “3+ years” with lesser numbers at the “one or 
more years” timelines, and all waiting lists are currently closed. One cannot even get onto a waiting list 
for public housing. When lists become open for new registration, they are only open a couple of days and 
then they close again. For people not plugged into the social service system, informal networks will not 
provide such information.  
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report issued commitments to diversify its workforce, to upgrade the skills of officers, to build trust and 
understanding with communities of color and to research police stop data more accurately and reliably.97

 
 

Racial profiling is in evidence in the local region. Drivers of color are stopped at disproportionate levels 
compared with White drivers. They are then searched more often, yet are found to possess contraband at 
lower levels than Whites.98 If drivers of color were found to have more contraband, then a defense of this 
practice would exist – suggesting that police officers were able to astutely interpret risk and were 
stopping “riskier” drivers effectively. Given, however, that drivers of color actually are less likely to be 
posing a risk to the community, this practice is a strong indicator of racial profiling. The specifics of this 
pattern are that in 2005, drivers of color were 32% of those stopped, while they composed only 21% of 
the population (at the time of the research).99

 

 This reflects evidence of racial profiling, as the police 
decisions to stop drivers of color more frequently suggests bias interferes with their practice. Further 
research shows that there is a geographic variance to this practice, with drivers of color being stopped 
much more frequently when they are in primarily White neighborhoods. The racial identity of the drivers 
thus bears considerable impact on policing practices.  

One remedial reform is to diversify the race and ethnicity of the police department. The very identity of 
police officers can catalyze reform from the inside – for an overly White police force is more likely to 
tokenize adequate responses to concerns from communities of color and to tolerate racial profiling on the 
basis of internalized superiority and negative beliefs and biases about people of color. Police hiring 
practices lead to the hiring of too few people of color, with White officers holding 86% of the jobs, while 
making up (in 2006) only 77.9% of the population. For equity to be achieved in this police department, an 
additional 65 people of color (of a police force numbering approximately 900) would need to be hired.100

 
  

Turning now to the treatment of communities of color once they engage with the justice system, we 
explore sentencing, caseload and detention experiences. Across the country, the justice system continues 
to treat people of color more harshly than Whites. Termed “disproportionate minority contact” or more 
concisely “disproportionality,” this problem has been under study for the last 20 years. While sentencing 
trends improved after limiting the discretion among judges (by requiring adherence to sentencing 
guidelines in federal cases), the decision in 2005 to provide federal judges greater latitude has served to 
again increase disparities.101

 

 No differences existed for a short time period between 2002 and 2005, but 
these again have widened with Black men receiving sentences 23% longer than Whites, and Latinos 
receiving sentences 7% longer. The removal of strict sentencing guidelines has served to reintroduce 
considerable bias in sentencing meted out by judges. 

Locally, concern led to local efforts to assess this problem and figure out whether there was biased 
decision-making and treatment of minorities in the system, looking specifically at patterns of arrest, 
prosecution, sentencing and supervision.102  In late 2000, they reported that for arrests, over-
representation of racial/ethnic minorities permeated most crime categories.  There were variances within 
some specific crimes, but these did not account for the entire difference. For example, African Americans 
had the highest degree of over-representation for drug crimes, but they were over-represented in most 
other crime categories as well.  While rates of prosecution, dismissal, and guilty verdicts were fairly 
consistent across groups, harsher sentences were more often applied to people of color. In addition, 
disparity existed in terms of supervision. African Americans were assessed at high risk to re-offend more 
often than Whites. Whites were more often assessed at limited risk to re-offend than other groups.103

 
 

Similarly, a Multnomah County Department of Community Justice (DCJ) evaluation in early 2000 showed 
that while African Americans made up less than ten percent of the population of Multnomah county, they 
accounted for 21.7% of the Justice department’s active adult caseload.  African Americans in the County 
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were over 3 times more likely to be represented in the Justice system than they were represented in the 
population as a whole.  Whites were slightly under-represented.104

 
 

Do we have reason to believe these proportions have changed? The graph below shows the Oregon 
Department of Corrections community population profile for Multnomah County from 1999 to 2009.105

 

  
On a positive note, despite population increases in communities of color, the numbers of people of color 
in the Department of Corrections community population have held relatively steady. The graph, however, 
also indicates that people of color are increasingly making up a larger proportion of those in the 
Department of Corrections community population.  

 
Source: Oregon Department of Corrections’ Community Population Profile (Biannual Profiles: January 2010). 

 
When we examine at greater depth the variation in the last two years for communities of color, and factor 
in the size of these two groups in the general population, we find that people of color are reducing their 
likelihood of becoming involved in the Department of Corrections, but that Whites are more quickly 
having their numbers reduced (after factoring in the greater population growth for communities of color).  
 

  

% of the population involved in  
non-incarcerated corrections 

2008 2009 

White 1.17% 1.13% 

People of Color 2.15% 2.03% 

Disparity 84.3% 79.3% 
Source: Authors’ calculation of Oregon Department of Corrections’  
Community Population Profiles (2008 and 2009) 
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As a result, the level of disparity between Whites and people of color involved in the justice system in 
Multnomah county (non-incarcerated only) is lessening slightly between 2008 and 2009, although a 
disparity level of about 80% remains constant.  
 
African Americans still bear the brunt of over-representation. In August of 2009, African Americans made 
up 25% of the Oregon Department of Corrections population in Multnomah County106 while constituting 
less than 10% of the county population as a whole.107 Further, African Americans were represented in the 
Corrections population at a rate 4 times that of Whites (with a Relative Rate Index, or RRI of 4.1).108 In 
addition, African Americans were represented in the state inmate population at a rate 5 times that of 
Whites (RRI = 5).109

 
 

When we turn our attention to those incarcerated, we need to examine Oregon-wide data, as the 
absence of correctional facilities in the county means our residents are spread over the whole state and 
into other states as well. In the chart below, we would aim to see that communities of color have a 0% 
level of disproportionality (as does the White community). But, instead, there are unsettling patterns in 
how adults are incarcerated in the state. 
 

 
Source: Author’s calculations of data from Oregon Department of Corrections, Inmate population profile for 
04/01/2010.110

 
  

In Oregon, there is tremendous variation among communities of color. The net impact on communities of 
color is double the level that numbers warrant. All but the Asian community reports deep levels of 
disproportionality, with the Black community profoundly damaged by high levels of incarceration. This is 
evidence of unequal treatment in the patterns of incarceration, and would lead us to consider that the 
system is ripe with institutional racism that has its roots in a combination of over-policing, over-charging, 
inequities in being held in detention plus inequities in how probation officers make recommendations and 
how judges adjudicate a case.  
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It is little surprise, then, why African Americans in Portland surveyed as part of a police bureau 
assessment were much more likely to perceive unfair treatment by Portland police officers regarding 
“race, skin color, or national origin” than the general population. They were also significantly more likely 
to report that a member of their household has been stopped by the police (10%) than the general 
population (4%). The results of the survey showed that African Americans’ average rating of fairness was 
7.1 (where 0 is virtually never unfair and 10 is routinely unfair) while the general public’s rating was 5.3.111

 
  

This pattern is similarly troubling at the national level. Racial profiling is believed widespread among 59% 
of the US population. When results are broken down by race, it is not surprising that people of color 
indicate it is more widespread, with 85% of Blacks saying it is widespread while only 54% of Whites state 
the same.112

  

 This number has been increasingly divided (from 1999 to 2003) between Whites and Blacks, 
rising from 77% of Blacks perceiving racial profiling as widespread in 1999. In addition, there is an income 
impact of this trend, with 93% of higher income Blacks (above $45,000/year) declaring racial profiling to 
be widespread. This pattern seems best explained by the experience of middle class Blacks who 
experience institutional racism and don’t have their poverty to account for their mistreatment. They likely 
come to the conclusion that their racial identity best accounts for the barriers they face as they encounter 
the justice system. In 2004, Gallup began to share details on results that included Latinos as a separate 
category (Asians and Native Americans are still invisible within these surveys), and similarly found Latinos 
believed racial profiling to be more widespread than Whites thought it to be. 

Juvenile justice  
Overall, the crime rate in Multnomah county has been dropping among our youth. Despite being besieged 
by poverty, school failure and narrowed employment prospects, our youth are largely staying away from 
crime. Crime has decreased steadily since 1998 with the following particulars from 2002 to 2007113

 

: drug 
offenses were down by 51.5%, person offenses were down by 11.9% and property offenses were down by 
0.6%. Weapons offenses were up by 46.5% but they were the smallest of the categories of offenses and 
represented an increase of 40 such offenses over the 5 year period. Please notice that these figures were 
not adjusted for population growth. When such growth is added, the improvements in crime reduction 
are more significant.  

While the frequency of crime is on the decline, we recognize that there are significant patterns of 
disproportionality within these systems on the basis of race and ethnicity. Overall, there continues to be a 
pervasive and troubling “halo” effect114 for White youth in the juvenile justice system. They are less likely 
to be arrested, more likely to be released upon arrest, less likely to receive stiff sentences, and much less 
likely to be transferred to adult court for serious offenses. This “halo” effect is not extended to youth of 
color, resulting in significant patterns of disproportionality in juvenile justice. At every turn, Whites are 
given greater leniency and presumption of lesser risk than our youth from communities of color. The 
ultimate impact is what has become known as the “cradle to prison pipeline.”115

 
 

Over-representation of youth of color in the juvenile justice system is an issue of particular concern. 
Multnomah County’s Department of Community Justice (DCJ), in examining representation issues in 
juvenile justice, has confirmed that the experience of minority youth in the justice system differs from 
their White counterparts. The most recent analysis of juvenile minority representation undertaken by DCJ 
revealed that for most youth of color, the proportion of youth referred to the criminal justice system was 
greater than the proportion residing in the county.  The situation was worst for African American youth, 
for whom the proportion of youth referred to the criminal justice system was 3 times greater than their 
proportion in the county population.  In comparison, the proportion of White youth referred to the 
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criminal justice system was about three-quarters of what would be expected given this group’s population 
size.116

 
 

Another method DCJ has used to look at disproportionate contact of youth of color with the juvenile 
justice system has been to compute a Relative Rate Index (RRI) for various decision points. This index is a 
measure of the rate of referrals for youth of color as compared to White youth.  The baseline for the RRI is 
the occurrence of the event: in this case, referral of a White youth to juvenile justice.  An RRI above a 
value of 1 denotes over-representation, a value below 1 under-representation.  For 2008, the RRI for 
criminal referrals for youth of color were; African American, 5.56; Hispanic, 1.47; Asian .62; and Native 
American 2.43.   Therefore, African-American youth are referred at a rate that is 5.56 times higher than 
White youth.  Native Americans are referred at a rate almost two and a half times higher than White 
youth.117

 
  The graph below illustrates the disparities visually. 

 
Source: Source: Rhyne & Pascual (2009). 118

  
  

African-American youth (20.3%) are brought to the detention facility quite a bit more often than White 
youth (14%).  Other youth of color were about as likely to be brought to detention as White youth.  
However, all youth of color were more likely than Whites to be detained if brought to a facility; White 
youth were the most likely to be released (68.3%).  African-American youth (48.8%) were the least likely 
to be released.119

 

  The graph below shows the detention rate of youth of color and White youth from 
1994 to 2008.  After narrowing for several years, the gap in detention between White youth and youth of 
color are widening once again, and even reaching levels higher than existed in 1994. 
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Source: Rhyne & Pascual (2009).120

 
   

The above data shows that efforts at disparity reduction achieved success in the late 1990s and early 
2000s. But the loss of gains post-2002 highlights the need to sustain and continue to resource disparity 
reduction efforts even once disparities have been eliminated.  
 
A youth can be assigned to various dispositions after being referred to DCJ for a criminal offense. The 
three main pathways are “closed/dismissed,” “diversion/informal,” and “adjudication.” Adjudication is the 
pathway leading to the deepest involvement with the criminal justice system. Adjudication outcomes 
include commitment to a youth correctional facility, probation, and court dismissed.   

 
Youth of color were all more likely to be adjudicated than White youth in 2008. African-American youth 
(24.6%) were the most likely of all groups to be adjudicated. African-American (21.7%), Hispanic (19.6%), 
and Native American (18.2%) youth with adjudicated criminal referrals were more likely than Whites 
(12.9%) to receive a “committed to youth correctional facility” disposition. More than 50% of total 
commitment dispositions were incurred by African-American youth referrals. Adjudicated Whites were 
the most likely to receive probation.121

 
 

In terms of recidivism, in 2007, most youth of color (excluding Asians) were more likely than Whites to be 
charged and found guilty of re-offending with 1-2 offenses, as well as being more likely to become part of 
the chronic re-offender sup-population. African American youth comprised the largest racial group of 
recidivists in the juvenile system (40.2%), as well as the largest racial group of the chronic offender sub-
population (53.5%).122 Since 2004, there has been an increase in the number of African American 
recidivists. African American youth were the majority of Ballot Measure 11 recidivating youth in 
increasing numbers from 2004 through 2006.123

 
 

Many factors contribute to minority over-representation in the justice system.  Inadequate preventative 
social services, lower socio-economic status, law enforcement practices and policies, statutory mandates, 
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communication barriers, inadequate cross-cultural training, lack of culturally appropriate resources, 
placements, and services, and bias of decision makers are all factors creating disproportionate minority 
contact with the justice system. 
 

Early childhood education  
Across Oregon, White children are accessing preschool educations at rates much higher than children of 
color. In 2008, an estimated 61.2% of all students have some type of early childhood education 
experience. Access to these programs is unevenly available to children of color. While almost ½ of White 
children attend preschool, only 16% of Hispanic children, 27% of Native American, 41% of Asian and 32% 
of Black children have such access.124

 
 

When we include Head Start figures in these data, we find that more children of color are included. 
Roughly half of all early childhood programming occurs through Head Start for children of color, while less 
than 20% of such educational experiences occur for White children.  

 
In addition to accessing preschool programs, inequities exist in how ready children of color are for their 
kindergarten education. In the chart below noticeable variations exist as children enter school.  

 

2008 White 
Children of 

Color Black Latino Asian  
Native 

American 

Approaches to learning 72.4% 66.0% 66.0% 61.2% 71.7% 65.0% 

Social & personal development 71.7% 66.3% 60.5% 65.6% 70.9% 68.1% 

Physical health & motor development 74.9% 71.1% 67.4% 69.2% 77.5% 70.2% 

General knowledge & cognitive development 68.7% 58.3% 59.1% 46.9% 64.3% 62.7% 

Language development 66.8% 56.8% 57.3% 47.1% 64.2% 58.5% 
Source: Oregon Department of Education’s Kindergarten Readiness Survey, 2008.  
 

These values have dropped significantly from the 2006 studies when White children had readiness scores 
in the low to mid 90% range. For children of color, their scores have similarly plummeted, from scores 
typically 3 to 5 percentage points lower than White children, to the dismal levels in the above chart. Most 
disturbing is that the reports do not comment on these significant declines, other than to say that caution 
is to be used in comparing results as these data are the results of surveys.  

 
What is most clear, however, is that even when children are involved in early childhood education, the 
preparedness for public school is inequitable. Disparities in performance scores exist even for children five 
years old. This said, we must consider the impact of conducting such tests at the kindergarten-level. As it 
is not possible to test these students in a standardized manner, the results include both student 
performance and teachers’ perceptions and thus vulnerable to their biases, assumptions and stereotypes. 
It is reasonable to presume that these teachers embrace the culture and bias of whiteness, and thus 
perceive White children to be more capable than students of color. We actually may be testing the 
cultural of early years education in this survey more than the performance abilities of children of color – 
those it is likely as combination of the two. Even if this “test” more accurately reflects the teacher’s 
perceptions than student capacities, it is similarly troubling as an academic culture of low expectations 
and differential treatment in the classroom is damaging to children of color.  
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While most educators want early childhood education to be made much more widely available, we must 
increasingly pay attention to the fact that even these programs result in disparities that will plague our 
communities of color through our educational experiences.  

 
While equity and investment in child learning is persuasive through a values perspective (of helping every 
child attain the best chance to have academic success), it is similarly persuasive on the basis of economic 
return on investment. Every dollar spent on preschool education returns between $7.16 and $10 in later 
savings through having to pay for medical care and criminal justice system care.125

 

 Long term studies 
show these savings exist primarily in criminal justice savings, as early childhood education serves to help 
children stay in school, have a higher IQ, adopt better educational skills, and have better jobs at higher 
incomes.  

Child welfare 
Child welfare systems are vulnerable to disproportionality. Be it from the excessive scrutiny of families of 
color by various service providers, or the biases of White investigators, families of color are reported to 
child welfare much more frequently than White families. Then once investigated, our children are 
removed from their homes, placed and kept in foster care at rates disproportionate to White families. 
Children of color make up 58% of the children across this nation who are in the child welfare system 
although they make up only 29% of the children in the country.126 This is a rate that is twice worse than 
White children, despite the fact that parents of color are no more likely to abuse their children.127

 
 

There are many ways to support the challenges of raising children. Removing them from their families and 
placing them into foster care is the most drastic avenue. Yet, in our local region, we use this tool much 
more heavily than other regions do. Across the USA, 6.3 of every 1000 children are in foster care. In 
Oregon, this rises to 10.2 of every 1000 children. This level places us among the worst performers at 46th 
worst in the nation with only four states performing worse than Oregon.128

 

 In Multnomah County, 15.2 of 
every 1000 children are placed in foster care.  

Such ratings are available for the last 8 years, and Oregon has always been among the five worst 
performing states. 

 
When we highlight the core findings about how frequently families of color are losing their children to 
child welfare, we find the following: 

• 7.4 of every 1000 Hispanic children are in foster care 
• 4.7 of every 1000 Asian children are in foster care 
• 32 of every 1000 African American children are in foster care 
• 218 of every 1000 Native American children are in foster care129

 
 

A deeper look at the child welfare data for children and families of color shows how race and ethnicity 
influences these experiences in Multnomah County.130

 

 The situation illustrates that there is considerable 
disproportionality facing communities of color, particularly for Native American and African American 
communities. Through a review of the essential “decision points” in child welfare, we can study whether 
or not, and by how much, decisions are made that discriminate against children of color.  

This text will highlight some of the features of these decision points, as we “walk” through the child 
welfare system and review data on decisions made along the way. To begin, researchers reviewed the 
more than 15,500 calls made to the Child Protective Services (CPS) hotline in 6 months during 2008/2009. 
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Native American, Black, and Hispanic families were reported to the hotline at higher rates than White 
families. Native American and Black families were particularly hard hit, with Native families reported to 
CPS at rates nearly four times those of Whites, while Black families were reported at rates three times 
higher.131

 

  Over-representation of minority families at this stage of the child welfare continuum is very 
important, because it determines the “pool” of people who will now potentially enter the child welfare 
system. Remember again, that parents of color are no more statistically likely to abuse their children than 
white parents. 

Once a report has been made to the CPS hotline, a worker receiving the call uses set screening criteria to 
decide whether the report warrants a full assessment/investigation.  At this stage, Native American and 
Black families in Multnomah County were referred for an assessment at similar rates to Whites, while 
Asians and Hispanics, were more likely to be referred than Whites.132

 
   

At the point on the child welfare continuum where an assessment gets conducted, workers make a 
decision about whether a reason exists to be concerned for the safety of the children in the home. In 
Multnomah county, Native American and Hispanic families were more likely than Whites to have founded 
dispositions, or rulings that lead to greater involvement with the child welfare system for these families. 
Black and Asian families had similar percentages of founded dispositions to White families.133

 
 

When children are removed from their homes, they enter foster care. Native American and Black children 
were in foster care at much higher rates than White children. Black children were in foster care at rates 
more than 3 times those of Whites. Even more stunning was the rate Native American children are in care 
– at a rate 26 times that of Whites!  Other children of color were under-represented in the foster care 
system.134

 
 

Once a child is removed from the home, it is important to see how quickly the child is reunited with 
family.135 Thus an important measure is how long children stay in care. Of all the children who were in 
care during the six-month period,136 Native American, American Indian/Alaskan Native ICWA eligible, and 
Asian children were in long-term foster care (of 2-4 years) at higher rates than White children. Asian 
children were the most likely of all races/ethnicities to experience foster care 2-4 years. A high percentage 
of American Indian/Alaskan Native (27.2%), American Indian/Alaskan Native ICWA-eligible (36.6%), and 
Black children (28.2%) had also been in foster care over 4 years at the time the sample was drawn. 
Comparatively, 23.1% of White children had been in foster care over 4 years.137

 
 

In the below graph, we reproduce some of the disproportionality data reported in the above text. The first 
chart shows how each community fares in stays of various lengths. For example, among Hispanics, they 
are over-represented in shorter stays but underrepresented in longer stays. For whites, their rates of 
concentration in foster care, at each length of stay, are taken as the benchmark of 1 (recalculated to 0 for 
this graph to highlight areas of over and underrepresentation easily).  

 
What this graph does not illustrate is the size of our communities of color involved in the child welfare 
systems, and these data are highlighted in the graph on disproportionality (that follows the one below). 
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Source: Adapted from Miller, Cahn, Bender, Cross-Hemmer, Feyerherm, & White (2009).138

 
 

In the above chart, we calculate the degree to which children of color are in various length stays of foster care 
at levels higher or lower than White children. The level of length of stay is thus compared with White children, 
with such children being set at a zero-level of length of stay. If no disparity existed, every value for every 
community would be 0%.  These data show, however, that there are significant variations for the differential 
levels at which children of color remain in foster care. For the Hispanic community, children are placed into 
foster care for short lengths of time at levels higher than White children, but then are underrepresented in 
longer stays. The pattern here appears to illustrate that there is a dominant pattern of short stays with more 
rapid repatriation into their families before their stays stretch beyond 2 years. At the other end of the chart, 
we see that Native American youth are always over represented in the foster care system but at worsening 
levels as they remain in care. We also see for African American children that they are held in care at higher 
levels than other groups of children at the longest stays in care.  The pattern for other groups of children is 
more variable, with certain lengths of stay being particularly disproportionate (such as short term stays for 
Pacific Islander children and Asian children). Remember again that parents of color are no more likely to 
abuse their children than White parents.  
 
These data clearly show how children from each racial and ethnic group are held within foster care for 
different lengths of time. The “more than four year stays” are the most egregious of experiences, as such 
children have been removed from their families and are “languishing” in foster care, without a plan for 
permanency of guardianship and residency. Below, we use an aggregate of the above data to determine how 
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significant the disparities are between White children and children of color in foster care (with any length of 
stay).   

 

 
Source: Adapted from Miller, Cahn, Bender, Cross-Hemmer, Feyerherm, & White (2009).139

 
 

In the above chart, we calculate the disproportionality level according to the numbers of children that 
exist in the under-18 child population. In this calculation, we are gaining insight into how pronounced the 
level of disproportionality is for each community of color, compared to the White community.  
 
Above, we see that there are significantly different removal rates for Native Americans and for African 
Americans in the child welfare system. While some family removal levels might reasonably be expected to 
fluctuate by plus/minus 10% in a given year, the heightened values of 215% for the African American 
community and 2574% for the Native community warrant immediate investigation. 
 
The consequences of this excessive removal of children of color from their own homes, and keeping such 
children apart for longer times than White children are significant. They are more likely to encounter the 
criminal justice system, lower academic achievement, and higher dropout rates. Such children are also 
more likely to suffer post-traumatic stress syndrome as young adults (at rates five times the national 
average).140

 
 

Civic engagement & political participation 
People show they care about their communities by becoming involved. Their core contribution is to help 
the community, rather than themselves. Frequently called “civic engagement,” (and also “civic health” 
and “social capital”), this idea emphasizes public good (instead of private gain) and is one indicator of 
community well-being. Civic health and social capital have well-established connections to issues such as 
crime, education, public health, and democracy.141 For example, retirees who volunteer are healthier and 
happier; students who volunteer in their communities are also engaged and successful in school; and 
cities with higher levels of civic engagement have better schools and other public institutions.142
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Measuring this involvement is one key to understanding community assets, which could be strengthened 
if resourced and supported effectively. Voting and volunteering are the most frequently measured forms 
of civic engagement, but political voice—things people do to express their political or social viewpoints, 
such as holding a political office, writing to an elected official, or protesting—may also be considered ways 
individuals contribute to public life.   

 
Voting data shows that for some communities of color the 2008 presidential election brought about 
increased levels of voter registration and turnout. This was not true for all communities of color in 
Oregon. Even with increasing levels of involvement among some communities in the recent election, 
people of color continue to show lower levels of engagement than Whites in the state.  

 
While some have called this “apathy,”143

 

 the more current interpretation is that people do not vote when 
they perceive their elected officials failing to address their priorities and needs. This better explains the 
disenfrancishised Hispanic community in terms of voter registration and voting. Particularly, the dominant 
theme of deporting residents without official documentation will serve as a significant impetus to 
disengage from the political process.     

There are two sets of data available to illustrate political engagement. The first is “voter registration” 
(which is a stronger form of engagement as it signals a lasting form of intention to participate) and “voter 
turnout” (which is the actual numbers of people who vote). Both will be explored in turn. 
 
Native American voter data are not available in any traditional survey data. There are, however, reports 
that suggest they have been an influential voting bloc in the elections of two state senators in Washington 
and in South Dakota, and in the nomination of a gubernatorial candidate in Arizona.144

 

 The community is 
becoming more engaged and a potential force at all levels of politics. Native Americans faced the longest 
prohibition on voting rights, and ongoing barriers exist today to participating in electoral processes, 
including voter suppression tactics, restrictive identification practices, and distant poll locations. While 
these do not exist in Multnomah County, they interfere with the Native American community’s national 
presence on the electoral scene with ripple effects stretching out to all areas of the country.  

As the table below illustrates, in Oregon in 2008, levels of voter registration among Blacks and Asians 
reached similar levels to Whites. This is in contrast to voter registration levels in the previous presidential 
election year (2004), when levels of registration among Blacks and Asians lagged significantly behind 
Whites.  Levels of voter registration among Hispanics in 2008, however, remained significantly lower than 
for Whites, and were also lower than for Blacks and Asians.  Unfortunately, data were not reported for 
other groups.145
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Source: November Current Population Survey 2004, 2006 & 2008.146

 
 Data are not available for Native Americans. 

In reflecting on the above patterns, we generally can see a rise in the intention to vote (with the exception 
of the Hispanic community in 2008, but this is still a significant improvement over the 25% level in 2004. 
The overall trend is towards civic engagement and signals an important positive trend to illustrating a 
shared investment in selecting governing bodies for political office. There is still much to be achieved, 
however, as Whites outnumber communities of color in their intention to participate.  
 
Turning to actual voter turnout, we see a pattern that illustrates, again, an overall positive direction in 
participating in the political process. The overall direction is upwards, although Whites are more likely to 
participate than communities of color.  
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Source: November Current Population Survey 2004, 2006, and 2008. 
 

Nationally, the 2008 presidential election saw a significant increase in voter turnout among Blacks and 
Hispanics. This trend in Oregon, however, only held true for Blacks. With voter turnout at 63%, Blacks in 
Oregon turned out at rates similar to the national average (65%).  With voting levels above 60%, Asians in 
Oregon also turned out at higher levels than the national average (49%) for their racial group.147  In 
addition, levels of reported voting among Blacks and Asians in Oregon increased in 2008 from the 
previous presidential election year (2004).148

 
   

Voter turnout levels among Oregon’s Hispanics in 2008 did, however, drop this past year and were lower 
than the two previous election years, remaining significantly lower than for Whites, Blacks and Asians.149  
In addition, with only 39% of Hispanics reporting having voted in the 2008 election, Oregon lagged behind 
the national average of 49% voter turnout among Hispanics.150

  
 

The 2008 election showed declining levels of civic engagement among Oregon’s Latino population. Voter 
turnout among Oregon’s Hispanics was half that of Whites. While participation in the 2008 election 
showed improvements in civic engagement for Blacks and Asians (with more than 60% of Blacks and 
Asians reporting voting in the 2008 election), Blacks and Asians still lagged behind their White 
counterparts in terms of voter turnout in the state. Fully 70% of White Oregonians reported voting in 
2008. 
 
One key dimension of the above data shows that engagement levels peak when a member of one’s own 
race runs for political office. The significant burst of both voter registration and voter turnout within the 
African American community can be attributed to President Obama’s role in raising the visibility of the 
election and its importance for the African American community. We encourage candidates of color to 
become more engaged in political processes, and perceive that this is a significant avenue for civic 
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engagement across communities of color. In addition, we support the expansion of programs designed to 
encourage such engagement, akin to the City of Portland’s Diversity and Civic Leadership program.  

 
Voting, volunteering, and other forms of civic engagement—such as participating in community meetings, 
membership in community associations, and writing letters to the editor—are linked to differences in 
education, family income, and race.  Higher levels of income and education predict higher levels of civic 
participation. Given this, it is no surprise that Whites tend to have higher rates of civic engagement than 
Blacks, Hispanics or Asians, and they also have lower attrition out of civic activities from one year to the 
next.151

 
  

However, a national survey on civic engagement recently found that although people of modest means 
are less likely to volunteer than affluent Americans (29% vs. 50%), they are more likely to give food, 
money or shelter (24% vs. 21%). When looking specifically at those who do not participate in traditional 
forms of volunteering, 39% of those making less than $50,000 helped in other ways like providing food 
and shelter, versus only 27% of those in higher income brackets.152

 
 

The current economic recession seems to be taking a toll on civic engagement.  America’s Civic Health 
Index for 2009 found that 72% of Americans cut back on time spent volunteering, participating in groups, 
and doing other civic activities in the past year.153  However, while rates of volunteering among Whites 
remained roughly the same, levels of volunteering among Blacks, Asians, and Hispanics rose slightly from 
2006 to 2009.154

 
 

Participation in public service 
When we turn attention to those working in public office (as opposed to elected and appointed positions), 
we find that, while improving slowly, they are still disproportionately White. Instead of occupying at least 
24.3% of the positions in the County workforce, people of color occupy just 21% of these positions.155 
These data are likely to deteriorate over the next few years, because while new hires are more likely to be 
people of color (at 28% in 2008 and then dropping to 26% in 2009), they make up a very large portion of 
those laid off – at 36% in 2009. While this translates into just 12 people, such a pattern narrows the 
possibility of improving parity objectives in the County workforce. A subsequent trend is that higher levels 
of County employees are more likely to be white than lower levels, forming a glass ceiling in employment 
in public service.156

 
  

At the City level, the City of Portland hires an even smaller percentage of people of color. They hire (as of 
December 11, 2009) a fulltime workforce that is 16.6% people of color, while hiring parity would instead 
be at 23.3% people of color.157

 

 Non-fulltime workers are closer to racial equity at 22.2% people of color. 
The trend, however, is actually likely to deteriorate as new hires are increasingly White, as people of color 
make up only 15.6% of the new permanent fulltime hires. Layoff composition was not made available in 
these data. The pattern of access to higher job categories also follows that of the County, where people of 
color face (with some exceptions) more limited access to jobs the higher one moves in the organizational 
structure.  

There has been progress made over the last ten years when in 1999 the workforce in the City of Portland 
was only 13.4% people of color. Progress, as we see it, is slow. Given that the pace of growth of 
communities of color is much more rapid than Whites, unless the City improves its hiring practices, the 
overall composition is likely to move intolerably slowly towards racial equity.  
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Shifting our attention up the power ladder towards those who have more influence, we look at the 
composition of those who are elected or appointed to public office. Targeted initiatives are required at all 
levels of governance in Multnomah County to ensure that the overwhelming whiteness of those elected 
to public office reverses trend. In 2000, when the state of Oregon was 86.6% White, the elected officials 
were 97.5% White.158  City councilors and mayors are the whitest group with County councilors being 
better representative. When one focuses on the State representatives who were both elected and 
appointed, again there is inequity. The Latino community suffers the deepest lack of representation.159

 
  

When we consider these data together with data on the participation of communities of color in federal 
elections (as voters), we interpret that increasing the diversity of candidates (away from overwhelmingly 
White to proportionately people of color) will increase the civic engagement of our communities. This will, 
in turn, increase the vitality and creativity of governance processes and capacities. In our estimation, this 
will improve the likelihood of robust and durable commitments to reducing disparities and improving 
quality of life for all. 
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The Asian community 
While this report is a composite profile of the disparities challenging communities of color, we take time 
now to profile the situation facing the Asian community. Our findings about this community have been so 
significant that it is imperative that we alter the dominant discourse (or myth) about Asians in the USA 
today and the inconsistencies of that discourse here in Multnomah County. An Asian-specific community 
report will be released in the coming months – here we present a key feature of these findings.  
 
Profound differences exist for the local Asian community than elsewhere in the USA. For the reader who 
is familiar with the national trends, the situation is, overall, promising. At the national level, Asian 
incomes, occupations, education, poverty rates and other well-being measures are typically at or above 
the levels of Whites. Not so in Multnomah county. 

  
Locally, the Asian community bears a much more similar resemblance to other communities of color than 
to Whites.  

 

2008 
  

Multnomah county 
Whites Asian 

Educational Attainment 

  

Less than high school 6.7% 22.0% 
Bachelor's degree 24.5% 23.4% 
Graduate/professional degree 15.7% 11.5% 

Occupations  

  
Management & professions 43.2% 35.2% 
Service  14.3% 20.2% 

Incomes  

  

Family median $71,296  $57,807  
Married couples raising kids $81,636  $63,871  
Female raising kids $37,485  $28,789  
Individuals $33,095  $22,070  

Poverty rate 

  

All families raising children 10.4% 13.1% 
Married couple families 3.1% 7.3% 
Child poverty 14.4% 22.5% 

Rental burden (paying more than 30% of income) 45.8% 49.9% 
Mortgage burden (paying more than 30% of income) 33.6% 40.6% 
Housing value (median)  $290,400  $249,000  

  Source: American Community Survey, 2008. 
 

In these data, we see that those in the Asian community do not have a similar profile to Whites. 
Educations are disparate, occupational access is stratified, incomes are deeply unequal, poverty rates vary 
widely and housing values (a major engine of wealth creation) diverge significantly. 
 
While a thorough interpretation of “why” these results exist will be contained in the community-specific 
report, early analysis suggests that there are likely two reasons for divergence from the national situation. 
First, the specific composition of the local Asian community accounts for some of the variance. In reality, 
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the Asian community is composed of deeply varied groups – from Vietnamese, Chinese and Filipino to 
Hmong, Burmese and Bhutanese. Recent immigrants to this region likely account for a greater 
composition of the community. As well, one’s country of origin and the recentness of one’s landing will 
factor into the profile of the community. Secondly, we are uncovering that Multnomah County has a 
particularly toxic form of racism and institutionalized racism that renders experiences of communities of 
color worse than their national comparisons. We believe that it is likely that a combination of these two 
factors results in the worse outcomes that the Asian community faces in Multnomah County. 
 
The importance of this finding needs underscoring. Asians are held up as a “model minority” across the 
USA as a community that has “made it” in attaining equality with Whites and even surpassing them on 
most of the above criteria. This has served to suggest that other communities of color just need to work 
as hard as Asians do to achieve success. Such an argument has, correspondingly, served as an excuse to 
not center whiteness and racism in understanding the struggles that communities of color face in 
attaining economic and educational success.   
 

The Slavic community 
So far in this report, the experiences of two of our communities of color have been subsumed under other 
groups. It is time to extract them and place them in the spotlight. The first is the Slavic community and the 
second (the focus of the next major section of this report) is the African immigrant and refugee 
community. The Slavic community is officially counted as White, and its experience is fully subsumed in all 
measures of the White community so far in this text. Disaggregating the Slavic experience from the rest of 
the White community is the focus of this section of the report. While a Slavic-specific report will be 
released in the coming months, nothing of the Slavic community has yet appeared in this report. To 
compensate for its exclusion, we dedicate a section in this report to a detailing of the issues and 
disparities facing this community. Despite this “official” recognition as White, the experiences of the Slavic 
community are best understood through a lens of racism and thus, from our understanding, it is a 
community of color. 

 
The Slavic community is defined as people from the former Soviet Union, mostly who fled religious and 
political persecution and came to Oregon in several waves. The first is at the turn of the 20th century, 
when members of the Russian Orthodox faith moved to the area. Sustaining their identity was deeply 
challenging and the community lost its foundation. Resurgence occurred at the close of the Russian 
Revolution in 1922.160

 

 The third and most significant wave occurred as the Soviet Union began to unravel. 
In 1988, then President Mikhail Gorbachev allowed some religious minorities to leave the country. 
Numbers grew when in 1989, the USA eased immigration laws to permit Soviet immigrants. With the 
demise of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Slavic community arrived in large numbers.  

Migration into Oregon and California was primarily evangelical groups, bringing histories of religious 
persecution and deep connections to fundamentalist churches. Helped with sponsorships by Christian 
church congregations, and recognition by the US government that their experiences were sufficient to 
warrant status as refugees (due to persecution for their religious beliefs), Slavic numbers grew to where 
they now are the largest refugee group in Oregon. The strength of the evangelical lobby in the USA has 
secured their ongoing status as refugees despite the end to religious persecution that coincided with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union.   

 
Settlement has been facilitated by a network of social service organizations and refugee assistance groups 
with capacities to work with the Slavic community. Eased by the Oregon climate that resembles the 
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Russian homeland, the community is strong although troubled by numerous issues. To address the 
community’s unique needs, there is a deep desire to expand Slavic-specific organizations. Written five 
years ago, this text portrays how the Slavic community needs to develop its own services: 

As a community with values, language and norms that differ from the American raised 
community, we need to offer ethnically-culturally-attuned services. Along with the other 
communities, we envision services where a member of our community can walk in and feel 
understood, affirmed, and their needs appropriately addressed. We believe that this is best 
achieved for us through our collectivist values that hold the group responsible to the individual and 
vise versa. Another aspect that binds us is the resourcefulness that has helped us survive the times 
of repression and lack. We have faced these times with coping mechanisms that are understood 
among us and we have jokes and proverbs, history, and other bonds that all form a shared cultural 
context. There are deeply ingrained values for cooperation and kindness. The most often repeated 
teaching that Slavic parents give their young is, “byt dobrm—“be kind”. These nuances are hard 
things to articulate but are necessary for a service setting to effectively serve Slavic people. Our 
group values and resourcefulness would be the fulcrum that we would use to lift our community to 
its potential if we have control over our service design.161

 
    

Today, the Slavic community continues to wrestle with issues that typically challenge refugees. A 
traumatic past exists universally among refugees who need to flee persecution and violence. This history, 
along with deep distrust of the government, combines with difficulties encountered in one’s new country. 
Such experiences include acculturation, language challenges, and issues such as poverty, isolation, 
education either low or failing to be credentialed here in the USA, and lack of current and historic 
involvement in civic life.  

 
Additional challenges are presented by the school system. Children face ridicule due to their language 
difficulties and the ongoing ripple effects of the Cold War. Popular culture challenges how others 
understand this community. Stereotypes of “gangsters” and “mobs” and “Rambo” challenge the 
community internally and externally. For those who notice, and of course for the Slavic community itself, 
these discourses can be seen in abundance throughout the popular media and popular culture. Beyond 
these damaging discourses, discrimination is profound. Consultations in the community for this project 
illustrated how parents are challenged by the stereotypes their children have to resist, and the 
minimization that they find of their concerns within the school system. Parents are not prepared for the 
advocacy roles they must undertake on behalf of their children and are not resourced or supported in 
doing so. Anti-immigrant sentiments deepen the isolation they experience.  

 
Geographically, the community is moving east into Gresham, David Douglas, Centennial and Reynolds 
school districts. Language difficulties deepen as service providers have less experience with this 
community than with others. The culture of non-involvement with the state and with service 
organizations means parents are less likely to be involved and be effective advocates for their children.  

 
The Slavic community summarizes its priorities for action as follows: 
• Youth face difficulties with school success, the law, and mental health, due to acculturation pressures 

and a lack of safe, accepting settings for support and guidance for the family unit. 
• Many families face poverty, housing, and immigration-related legal issues. 
• The elderly are isolated and lack meaningful opportunities to share their skills.  
• The community has no centralized place, outside of churches, to meet, give help, and to preserve the 

heritage the Slavic community holds dear.  
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The problem of being a non-traditional community of color is that you are invisible. No government 
database reports on the experiences of the Slavic community. No administrative database does such 
reporting either. In addition, the decision to drop the long form from Census 2010 means that the most 
expansive and expensive data collection effort in the USA has decided to render the Slavic community 
invisible. Nothing exists in the public arena about this community. We want this practice to change and 
advocate, as the reader will observe in our recommendations, that local research practices on equity 
issues need to expand to include both the Slavic community and the African community. What now 
follows is our first effort to profile these experiences statistically.  

 
We have conducted a customized extraction of microfile data on this community with the American 
Community Survey for 2008. Nowhere else are these data available.   

 

Age of community 
The community is a youthful one, with significantly more children and youth in it than White 
communities. This suggests that issues of education (retention, graduation, disparities, language) will be 
pronounced among the community striving to improve the likelihood that their children will obtain decent 
wages, good and steady work and prospects for a long and healthful life.  

 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008 . 

 

Education 
The Slavic community is highly educated. With almost ¼ of its residents having a graduate degree, it is the 
mostly highly educated of groups. That said, it also has a high number of those who do not graduate high 
school, particularly compared with Whites. This is a marked distribution issue, with a bi-polar range of 
educated and not educated community members. While deeper exploration of this will occur in the 
community-specific report, early analysis shows that may degrees have been awarded outside of the USA, 
and thus having them recognized for employment and professional certification is deeply challenging.  
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Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the American 
Community Survey, 2008.  

 
Let’s turn our attention to the occupational profile to see if these highly educated Slavic people are able 
to turn their educations into quality jobs.  

Occupations 
If the Slavic community were able to effectively turn their very high education levels into corresponding 
occupation levels, we would see their profile as much better than Whites. In fact, they hold occupations 
at a level parallel to whites (with the exception that they are not given jobs in “sales and office” at 
corresponding levels), not higher. This is counter to what we would expect and anticipate that issues 
related to inadequate recognition of foreign credentials is hampering success.  

 
Where does the Slavic community get more than the expected allotment of jobs? In construction, repairs, 
production and transportation. In short, they have strong employment in areas which construct the 
infrastructure on which the rest of us depend, and in the moving around of “stuff” which we consume. In 
short, while this community is very highly educated, their role in the community is more marginalized 
than warranted.  
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Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the American 
Community Survey, 2008. 

 
Remember, too, that there are significant income variations associated with these occupations. On page 
38 of this report (or thereabouts), we highlighted the average wages associated within each occupation, 
broken out by race. Here we are reminded that the average wages in construction are about 
$38,000/year, and the average incomes in production/transportation are about $30,000. Compare these 
to the average wage of about $54,000 in management, and you see that the Slavic community is being 
kept from higher wage jobs, despite their outstanding education levels.  

 
Some in the Slavic community have turned to self-employment to set their own conditions of work and to 
be less vulnerable to the exclusion that faced them as employees. More than 400 businesses in the 
Portland, Oregon-Vancouver, Washington metropolitan area are now owned by Russian-speaking 
entrepreneurs. Many of the businesses are in the construction industry.162

 
 

While construction industry jobs are better paying than those in the service industry (which are at about 
$23,000/year for communities of color), they are marked by body-challenging conditions and high injury 
rates that means such workers are likely to lose their jobs as they age, and more likely to be injured. The 
following profile of the construction industry by the federal government illustrates the working conditions 
facing construction workers: 

Workers in this industry need physical stamina because the work frequently requires prolonged 
standing, bending, stooping, and working in cramped quarters. They also may be required to lift 
and carry heavy objects. Exposure to the weather is common because much of the work is done 
outside or in partially enclosed structures. Construction workers often work with potentially 
dangerous tools and equipment amidst a clutter of building materials; some work on temporary 
scaffolding or at great heights. Consequently, they are more prone to injuries than workers in 
other jobs. Data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics show that many construction trades 
workers experienced a work-related injury and illness rate that was higher than the national 
average.163 
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Fatalities are also a feature of the industries where the Slavic community is over-represented: 
transportation and construction. These two industries have the highest number of fatalities in all 
occupations. These features of danger, bodily harm and limited longevity in employment are 
characteristics of the jobs where our Slavic community is over-represented.   

Income levels 
The profile of incomes among communities of color, compared with Whites, is dismal. At levels either 
half, or close to half, communities of color face disparities that are completely unacceptable. How do 
those in the Slavic community fare? This is particularly salient not only for their well-being and ability to 
raise their children, but also for their ability to “cash in” on their education. Such is the promise of higher 
education that higher degrees will correlate with higher incomes.  

 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
Slavic families have incomes The Slavic community fares better than communities of color, on average, in 
most areas of income, except for female single parent families. In this type of family, no education is able 
to help bring Slavic women to incomes that approximate White female-led families. The Slavic community 
is not able to cash in on its sky-high education levels.   

 
While we might attribute the recentness of their immigration status as the reason for their constraints in 
the labor market, research elsewhere indicates that newer immigrants to the country face intolerably 
long times to “catch up” to Whites.164

 

 Rather than an explanation of acculturation to suggest that over 
time immigrants and refugees will make progress and approximate the incomes of Whites, a lens of 
racism and social exclusion account for the snails-pace of progress that is made. And as witnessed in the 
text of this report, incomes of communities of color never catch up, even  when the duration of their time 
in the country is not an issue, such as the Native American and African American  communities. 
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We won’t hold our breath about the prognosis of waiting to be able to get good jobs that reflect our 
education levels. Both anti-racist action and an end to institutionalized racism are needed to improve our 
quality of life. Without it, Slavic youth are likely to continue their dismally low graduation rates.  

Poverty rates 
Poverty levels within this community are high. Poverty levels are between one-in-six (15.7%) and one-in-
nine (11%) and are unacceptable. In every category, they are higher than whites.  

 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
With the risk of the reader being overwhelmed with the reliance on numbers and data, let’s remember 
the impact of these numbers and what it means to live in poverty. Poverty results in a massive curtailing 
of possibilities. For children it narrows ability to succeed at school, to be ready and able to learn, and to fit 
in with the rest of the children. Poverty is correlated with higher rates of learning disabilities, and 
dropping out of school early. Someone born into poverty is more likely to become a poor adult and have 
weak employment prospects. In each measure, the Slavic community has poverty levels higher than 
Whites. 
 
Adult experiences of poverty are similarly heartbreaking. Poverty makes one unable to find safe and 
affordable housing. With unsafe housing, health and well-being is compromised. So too one cannot take 
advantage of programs and services reliably. Transportation is costly and even job training programs are 
hard to access, particularly when English language skills are low, and when one’s self-esteem has been 
harmed by years of exclusion and inadequate social support networks. 

Unemployment  
Unemployment levels among this community are high. The level of unemployment today will be much 
worse. The disparity with the White community is anticipated to continue and deepen as the economy 
today is much worse than in 2008.  
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Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

  
Unemployment levels within the Slavic community are 55% higher than in the White community. While 
higher education levels typically protect people from unemployment, such dynamics do not occur in the 
Slavic community. Barriers faced by this community include lack of recognition of foreign credentials, 
foreign employment experience, language barriers and dimensions of racism in the hiring process.   

Housing 
When one pays more than 30% of their income in housing, one is said to be vulnerable. This is a 
significant issue in Multnomah county as housing prices are steep and a very significant percentage of 
households are imperiled in this way. The Slavic community is no exception.  

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 
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One’s ability to pay the bills each month depends on an array of factors including incomes and 
expenditures. The largest of expenses is housing. When this chews up a majority of income, it is very 
difficult to pay the rest of one’s bills. Housing for this community is further troubled by the very high 
number of people who spend not “just” 30% of their income on rent and mortgage but 50% or more on 
such costs. Among renters who spend more than 30% of income on rent, 31% spend more than half of 
their income on rent. Among those who pay mortgages and are already imperiled by paying much of their 
income on housing (38.2%), 46% of them pay more than 50% of their incomes on housing costs. This is a 
sign of deep vulnerability for a large portion of the Slavic community. 

 
Other features of housing are home ownership levels and housing equity. For those in the Slavic 
community, home ownership rates are similar to those of Whites, at 60.3% while those of Whites are at 
62%. The value of one’s home is actually significantly higher among the Slavic community, reaching an 
average housing value of $342,033. This value may not, however, illustrate the cost of the home. Many in 
the Slavic community are employed in the construction industry and may have considerable sweat equity 
in one’s home. We do not believe that the value of one’s home, for this community, is a sign of its 
affluence (although they will reap such benefits at a time when they are able to cash out the value of this 
equity).  

Closing comments on the Slavic community 
These data begin to help us understand the challenges facing the Slavic community. We see a community 
deeply challenged in their ability to create the economic situation that they and their families have so 
invested in. The capacity of this community to secure employment in fields which reflect their high 
education levels is currently thwarted. While the causes are not fully clear, we can assume it is connected 
to racism and long-term problems of the USA failing to recognize the credentials and experience of those 
from overseas.  
 
One ongoing priority for the Slavic community is its own community center. Such an addition to the 
community would be an impetus to establish a prideful local identity and to resource the networks of 
service providers and informal supports that exist interspersed throughout the community.  

 
The biggest threat to this community is its invisibility and the marginalization that flows from the lack of 
data on their experiences in many walks of life: the school system, child welfare, criminal and juvenile 
justice, health and social services. The fact that no data are collected on this community in mainstream 
institutions is deeply troubling and needs to be remedied immediately. This community is the largest of 
our refugee groups in Multnomah county. We must serve them better – the journey begins with 
documenting and rendering visible their experiences.  

 

The African immigrant & refugee community 
To date, no research has been conducted on the experiences and challenges facing the African immigrant 
and refugee community in Multnomah County. Our belief is that the community is deeply imperiled and 
faces challenges that often place it in the most marginalized of all communities of color. While this is only 
a beginning review of the experiences in the community (and will be profiled more expansively in a 
community-specific report to be released in the coming months), our fears about the challenges facing 
this community are borne out. We take the time in this integrated report to highlight some of these 
experiences as they are not yet visible in the prior text. This is because all data sources for this report 
have conflated this community within the African American community data. While the African immigrant 
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and refugee experience is revealed to some extent in the African American data, additional challenges 
emerge due to the recentness of immigration, the trauma of refugee experience, and the language 
barriers that impede progress of this community at all age levels.  Let’s turn now to the patterns of how 
this community has entered Multnomah County. 
 
Beginning in the early 1980s, refugees fleeing war and persecution arrived in Portland from African 
countries. People from Ethiopia or present-day Eritrea arrived first, followed by people from Sudan, 
Somalia, Liberia, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Chad, Sierra Leone, and Togo.165 Estimates from 2003 
suggest that African immigrants make up 2% of the foreign-born population in the Portland Metro (tri-
county) area.  Nearly half (45%) of the tri-county area’s African foreign-born population is from eastern 
Africa, including Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.166

 
 

The African community in Multnomah county includes refugee arrivals, secondary migrants, and non-
refugee immigrants. Since 1975 African immigrants and refugees have been arriving in Multnomah 
county. African immigrants and refugees now represent the fourth largest immigrant community in 
Multnomah county, after Latino, Asian, and Slavic immigrants. The African community here is incredibly 
diverse in its make-up, with 28 different African countries and numerous ethnic groups represented. 
Recent community-based research shows that the largest concentration of African refugees and 
immigrants in Multnomah county are Somalian, Ethiopian, and Oromo (data on this community may be 
contained within the numbers from Ethiopia and Kenya). Additional immigrant and refugee men, women, 
and children are from Eritrean, Sudanese, Sierra Leone, Angolan, Malian, Liberian, Togolese, Chadian, 
Nigerian, Rwandan, Mozambique, and Congolese communities.  

 
While we know that the official data sources are flawed for this community, we use these data to begin 
our understanding of this community and how it has changed over the last 28 years. Below are the 
ancestry profiles contained in official sources from the Census Bureau.  
 

  
Source: Census 1990, drawing from customized data extractions by Joseph Buani-Smith, PSU.  

 
More recently, the 2000 and 2008 data show a shifting pattern of African immigrants and refugees. Today 
we have an increasing concentration of the African community coming from Somalia, Egypt and Sierra 
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Leone. There is a diminishment of the portion of the community from Nigeria and Ethiopia (as a portion of 
the entire African community). This does not mean, however, that their numbers are shrinking.  
 

 
Source: Census 2000 & American Community Survey, 2007, drawing from customized data extractions by 
Joseph Buani-Smith, PSU.  

 
The recentness of immigration and immigration status is profiled below. We can see that almost 
½ of Africans are not yet citizens and that this group is the most recent arrivers to the USA. This 
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shows us that length of residency is tied to becoming a citizen and that the bulk of our newer 
arrivers can anticipate becoming citizens.  

 
 

USA Citizenship of those from Sub-Saharan Africa  

  

USA 52.30% 

  

Entered 2000 or later   8.20% 
Entered 1990 to 1999  26.30% 
Entered before 1990  17.80% 

Not USA 47.70% 

  

Entered 2000 or later  25.00% 
Entered 1990 to 1999  16.20% 
Entered before 1990  6.50% 

Source: American Community Survey, 2008.Sub-Saharan origins removes Africans from the data who are 
from Egypt and Morocco.  

 
Related issues are the ability to communicate in English. Among those Africans born in Africa (and thus 
not claiming it as an ancestry of their forefathers), more than one-third do not speak English very well 
(36.5%). Languages are versatile and 82.7% speak a language other than English.  

 
Turning again to the social situation facing this community, the situation facing African Immigrants and 
Refugees is dire. As refugees, many experienced deep trauma, violence and retain these experiences in 
their bodies. The following words of this community were prepared in 2003 by the Coalition of 
Communities of Color and retain their power and significance today: 

Before coming to the United States, many African youth and families spent years in refugee camps 
living in unthinkable conditions. Many have been profoundly affected by the civil war, have lost 
family members, and now suffer from related adjustment and psychological disorders. Here in 
Multnomah county, African youth now find themselves in an unsupported environment faced with 
significant cultural and language barriers. For example, some African girls are negotiating around 
what they see as restrictive roles in the traditional family structure. Many youth are illiterate in 
English and their native language, are dealing with newly broken homes, and have accents that 
set them apart from the mainstream. African Coalition members unanimously agree that we have 
reached a crisis point with our youth. Recently, the school and criminal justice systems have 
expressed difficulty dealing with African youth ages 13-21. Many African juveniles are already 
imprisoned in Oregon. With this growing reality, the community is in a state of shock.167

 
   

The needs of this community are deep and profound. While only a slice of data are available today on the 
experiences of this community, these will help launch us into a deeper study of the community. 
Community-specific reports will be available that will reveal more information in the coming months.  

 
Geographically here today, African immigrants are mostly clustered in northeast Portland, though like 
other low income communities of color, are spreading further west in search of affordable housing.168

Age 

 

The African immigrant and refugee community is very young, and there are very few elderly community 
members. While this is a feature of the recentness of their arrival to Multnomah county, it is also a 
feature that helps explain lower incomes and higher poverty rates (as illustrated later in this section). As 
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community members age, they typically accumulate housing equity and savings, and these assets are 
passed to younger members of the community through inheritance and gifts. Without this legacy, the 
community will take a long time to build equity. This is particularly true as we integrate knowledge about 
the USA in the current era. Savings rates are negligible in today’s era where typical savings during the past 
20 years have deteriorated to zero. The chart in the “wealth, housing and homelessness” section shows 
how patterns of savings have changed over the generations. Today, we look back and highlight how lucky 
families were when they were able to save significantly. Today, saving income is near to impossible, 
particularly for newcomer communities who have few elderly to pass on inheritances to them, and where 
high poverty rates and unemployment negate their ability to save.  

 
 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
The net impact of these characteristics is that African immigrants and refugees are likely to remain unable 
to accumulate wealth and unable to fortify their children through passing on of such assets – the same 
challenge faced by other communities of color that have kept their wealth levels low, but deepened by 
absence of elder people who have been able to accumulate some assets through their lives. The 
recentness of this community’s arrival to the USA, coupled with a very youthful age profile means that the 
community will face deep threats to wealth creation avenues.  

 

Education 
Education is deeply valued among this African community, as it is with all communities of color. Indeed, 
on average, the African community has very high levels of accomplishment in education. Akin to the Slavic 
community, it is likely that they came to the USA already credentialed and academically accomplished. 
Again, like the Slavic community, they have double the rates of Whites of those who did not complete 
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high school. Whether this experience is due to difficulties within the USA education system (as our youth 
experience it) or whether these education difficulties existed for adults in their home countries is not yet 
clear. Either way, there is a polarity growing among the community of those with high educations and 
those with very little.  

 
Africans are a community that has attained the highest level of education at the Masters and professional 
degree levels, including Whites. Their post-graduate and professional degree levels more than double that 
of those in the local Asian community who had been anticipated to have the highest levels of education 
among communities of color.  

 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the American 
Community Survey, 2008. 

 
From this profile, one would expect the highest of incomes and occupations among communities of color 
and perhaps even surpassing Whites.  

Occupations 
Such expectations are, however, thwarted when we look at the data below.  
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Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the American 
Community Survey, 2008. 

 
What we see is that there is some access to the management and professional jobs arena, but this access 
falls far below that of whites. While our educations poise us well for high job profiles, few of us are able to 
get there. Again, recall that incomes are highest in the management and professional arena and second 
lowest in the service industry. And while numbers are high in the transportation arena, know that many of 
these will be driving taxis where incomes are uneven and working conditions very difficult.  

Income levels & poverty rates 
The small size of this community (particularly in official databases) means that many times it is impossible 
to extract desired data. This said, we do have an indicator that this community is not able to secure 
incomes equivalent to whites and even to other communities of color. We suspect that issues of 
language, recognition of foreign credentials and international work experience intersect with issues of 
racism to deny our African community access to decent paid work. While household incomes offer us a 
glimpse into such dynamics, more complete income measures that are not (and likely will never be) 
available would help us confirm these insights. This is because of the decision by the Census Bureau to 
drop the long form of data collection in Census 2010. Now, there is no avenue for the African American 
community data to be disaggregated by their country of origin and length of time in the country.  
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Source: American Community Survey, 2008, Selected characteristics of the foreign-born population.  

 
While data on specific family types and individuals is not available, we do have indicators of income 
patterns among full time, full year workers. In the below chart, we can see that poverty levels did not 
improve this year for this group, though there was some considerable change at upper income levels. A 
larger portion of workers is at higher incomes ($75,000 or above) and there are fluctuations at levels 
between $25,000/year and $75,000/year. The percentage of workers firmly in these middle class and 
lower middle class ratings is shrinking, moving from 51.1% of workers in 2007 to only 45.0% of workers in 
2008. We emphasize these data as they are all that are available for this community – longer term reviews 
of income are not possible given that this community “disappears” in conventional datasets.  

 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 2007 & 2008, Selected characteristics of the foreign-born population.  
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Like income polarization across the mainstream (white) population in the USA, with the corresponding 
hollowing out of the middle class, we are similarly seeing such patterns in Multnomah county among 
Africans. This is a troubling feature of what looks at first glance to be an improvement in the income 
profile of African workers. While this is “only” a one-year change in income distribution, this can be 
interpreted as a potential early indicator of a hollowing out of the middle class within the African 
immigrant and refugee community. It potentially signals further income disparities within the community 
may be emerging. 
  
Poverty rates within the community are where we find the most disturbing story. Below you can see the 
tragic situation facing our African communities. African immigrants and refugees have poverty levels 
higher than the average among communities of color, and have a child poverty rate where more than ½ of 
all African children live in poverty.  

 

 
Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
Consider what the depths of poverty mean to the community. This is a very highly educated community, 
with many refugees who have often fled genocide, persecution and/or deep vulnerability. Many from this 
community then encounter a period of intense distress with the high likelihood of staying in a refugee 
camp for an extended period of time. Then they arrive in the USA, often without evidence of education or 
work experience, and typically with little more than the clothes on one’s backs. Whether one arrives as an 
immigrant or a refugee, Africans moving into Multnomah county are settling in what is portrayed as an 
idyllic and progressive region in the USA. Disillusionment settles in quickly as one learns of the American 
versions of racism that manifest in job limitations, lack of recognition of foreign experience, deeply flawed 
income supports, housing discrimination and system after system that does not respond to their needs 
with attention nor resources. Collectively, we have the potential to do much better.   
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Unemployment 
Unemployment levels are higher among Africans than among Whites, at levels that are 25% higher. Such 
disparities suggest they are facing discrimination in the rates at which they are hired, laid off or fired from 
their jobs. For a newcomer community, the concept of “last hired, first fired” will influence the way in 
which African residents are vulnerable to downturns in the economy.  

 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 2008, Selected characteristics of the foreign-born population. Please 
note that these unemployment figures are not current, but are the best available for the local area by race 
& ethnicity. 
 

Compared with the average for communities of color, we find unemployment levels are actually relatively 
low for this community. When we considered the poverty levels within the community, we expected 
much higher unemployment levels. Our best explanation is that this is a community of people trying to 
meet the needs of their family and placed in very difficult conditions because they are often ineligible for 
unemployment insurance and other income support programs (once their five-year period of support 
under TANF as a refugee expires). In addition, we believe that many who find work in areas such as 
babysitting or house cleaning may be very minimally and temporarily employed, but consider themselves 
successful in finding employment and thus do not self-report as unemployed. These experiences will 
render the community precariously positioned in employment. Our best explanation is that many in this 
community (and other communities of color) are deeply underemployed and unable to find full year 
and/or full time work.  

 

Housing 
As with all communities of color (and many Whites), a tremendously high percentage of the African 
community is vulnerably housed. While the core problem is high regional housing costs, inadequate 
incomes, and disparities in poverty rates make housing costs very difficult for Africans to pay. 
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Source: Custom data extractions by the Population Research Center, Portland State University, from the 
American Community Survey, 2008. 

 
Deepening these difficulties is the reality that not only do many in the African community pay close to or 
more than one-third of their incomes in housing, but a significant portion pay more than half their 
incomes on housing. For homeowners, more than one-in-three pay more than 50% of their incomes in 
mortgage costs (5.2%). For renters, one-in-four (24.9%) spend more than 50% of incomes on housing.  

 
Other housing features worthy of highlighting are home ownership and median income values. Within the 
African immigrant and refugee community, smaller numbers own their own homes than among other 
communities of color. Here, owners number 38.3% of the community, while the level for Whites is 62%. 
Access thus, to the greatest feature of wealth creation, is very limited for this community. When Africans 
are able to purchase homes, the median home value is $282,343, lower than the value of White-owned 
homes at $291,400.    

 

Closing comments on the African community 
The complexity of issues facing the African immigrant and refugee community commands attention. 
While this is a highly educated group, particularly in post-graduate education, the community is not able 
to access jobs that reflect these qualifications. Our best understanding of this is that the intersection of 
facing the imperialism of the US diminishment of foreign credentials and work experience intersects with 
language difficulties and institutional racism that leads to underemployment and unemployment. Poverty 
levels within this community parallel those of the African American community as the depths of racism, 
social exclusion, and inadequate income support programs render more than 56% of our children living in 
poverty.  

 
This is the first time that African-specific data has been brought to light. Mainstream societies do not 
think to consider the experiences of minority groups among communities of color. In fact, our databases 
across systems do not report on this community. All institutions fail this community, from education to 
child welfare, to health and even health equity initiatives. Researchers need to build capacity in bringing 
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an anti-racism lens to their work, questioning whether or not they have the data on the diversity of 
communities of color, and working to modify research and data collection practices in order to make the 
invisible visible.  

 
Hopefully this report will begin to shake the complacency of mainstream researchers and policy makers 
alike. Communities of color must no longer be invisible and their needs overshadowed by more dominant 
groups.  

 
  



 Communities of Color in Multnomah County 
Coalition of Communities of Color & Portland State University 

113 | P a g e  

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Chapter 5: Comparative Findings 
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How does Multnomah county compare to King county? 
As we conclude the profile of disparities facing communities of color in Multnomah county, we see before 
us a wide and deep slate of unsettling data. Making sense of these data was a troubling process about 
facing the fullness and depth of challenges facing communities of color, while White communities were, in 
comparison, free from the institutional racism and relatively advantaged by the inequities facing people of 
color. In order to interpret the regional dynamics of these disparities – such as whether the challenges 
facing communities of color was a function of being in the northwest of the USA – we decided to compare 
the findings for Multnomah County with a local comparator.  
 
Selecting a west coast comparison was easy – Seattle and its county seems a good choice to compare the 
conditions facing people of color. So how do we compare? Terribly, with the results profiled below. 

 

2008 

 
Child Poverty 

Rent Burden 
(paying 30% or more) 

Individual median 
Income 

Occupation as 
management/professional 

Education attainment 
(with university 

degree) 

 Multnomah King  Multnomah King Multnomah King Multnomah  King Multnomah  King 

White   12.5% 6.0% 49.9% 43.9% $33,095  $45,237  43.6% 50.5% 40.2% 47.7% 
Communities 
of Color 33.3% 21.5% 56.9% 46.7% $16,635 $24,053 23.3% 33.9% 20.8% 28.7% 

Asian 11.9% 8.4% 49.9% 42.8% $22,070 $31,169 35.2% 47.1% 34.9% 48.5% 
African 
American 40.9% 35.5% 67.9% 41.8% $15,234 $20,748 25.2% 30.5% 18.1% 21.6% 

Hispanic 34.5% 21.1% 53.9% 47.1% $13,759 $20,103 16.5% 21.3% 14.5% 20.8% 
Native 
American 45.7% 21.1% 56.0% 55.1% $15,477 $24,192 16.6% 36.7% 15.7% 24.0% 

Source: American Community Survey, selected features from 2008, some with author’s calculations. 
 

On every measure that we examined, people of color in our region compare significantly worse than 
those in King county. While the data in King county is troubling (notice that people of color have a child 
poverty rate four times higher than Whites), our local profile is much worse. Again – on these significant 
measures, people of colors’ lives are more imperiled than our neighbors to the north.  

 
When discussing this finding across numerous communities, some question whether the social 
demographic profile is markedly different than in Multnomah county. It is not. The population in King 
county is 30.9% non-white, while in Multnomah county it is 26.3%. This is not a significant variation to 
account for variations of this magnitude.  

 
Highlighting these findings is important. Below we see a summary of the variance between Multnomah 
county and King county, located only 170 miles to our north: 
 

Child poverty 54.7% worse 
Rent burden 21.8% worse 
Individual incomes 30.8% worse 
Better occupations 31.3% worse 
University degrees 27.6% worse 
Average "worse" 33.2% 

   Source: Author’s calculations of American Community Survey, 2008.  
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And this value is worse than the prior year. Our communities of color are faring proportionately worse 
than those in King county from last year to this year. This must begin an immediate dialogue about how 
and why the same regional conditions are affecting us disproportionately worse than in King county.  

 
This is a crucial finding because it highlights the importance of the local policy environment – and we must 
simultaneously know that we can do better. If one local region has created a much better environment for 
communities of color, then we too can aspire to create change. We have agency to create change since a 
neighboring community is able to build conditions that more closely approximate the national averages 
than we are in Multnomah county.  

 
Several significant features of King county may account for its more positive experience. First, 
communities of color began organizing there in the 1970s and pressed for and secured funding for 
culturally-specific services. Their local advocacy work was pronounced and much more funding has been 
leveraged for communities of color. Communities of color are more likely to have their needs addressed 
in culturally-specific organizations in King county than in Multnomah county. 

 
Second, the tax base for King county revenues is more robust. The sales tax in Washington affords the 
local region to build more stable and generous array of services and resources that tend more carefully to 
the needs of communities of color. Third, there is heightened attention to economic development and it 
has a larger role in the local policy environment. Since jobs and incomes are significant features of misery 
and impoverishment, figuring out how to assure that communities are color get our fair share of decent 
work, and how to expand the quality of jobs must surely rise to the top of the local policy agenda.  

 

Comparison table of disparities 
A thorough review of disparities between 2007 and 2008 was undertaken and summarized below. This 
allows us a window on the current trends in disparities across twenty-six measures. In total, sixteen 
measures are worsening, four remain constant, while six are improving. In the discussion that follows, an 
interpretation of the “improving” categories shows that, in fact, only two reveal a positive experience for 
communities of color. Thus we have an improving situation for only 7.7% of experiences, and 
deteriorating situations in most of the remainder. 
 
To calculate the disparity measure, we returned to the relevant part of this report, and compared the 
experiences of Whites and communities of color. In the situations below, we also had the data available 
for the 2007 year (which in most cases was not reported on in this text, as we preferred to highlight the 
current situation) and made the calculations in the following manner: 
• (frequency of experience for White people) – (frequency of experience for people of color) 

(frequency of experience for people of color) 
The measure thus reveals a comparison between the experiences of people of color as measured against 
those for White people, thus showing how much “worse” or “better” the experience is. Values for each 
year were calculated and the direction of change interpreted and highlighted with the arrows at the far 
right of the chart.  
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Among those measures that have improved, the disparity reduction has occurred for the following 
reasons: 

• Mortgage burden – The disparity reduces due to an increase of Whites paying more than 30% of 
their incomes on mortgage costs (note that communities of color are also worsening, but not as 
quickly as Whites). 

• Homeownership rates – There is an improvement in homeownership rates among people of color 
(from 43% to 45%) that did not occur for Whites (remained at 62%). 

• Dropout rates – The dropout rates for both communities worsened in 2008, but the rate 
deteriorated faster for White students than for students of color, thus serving to reduce the 
disparity between the two groups.   

• Unemployment rates – Between 2007 and 2008, the unemployment level for communities of 
color stayed constant, but deteriorated for Whites (from 3.6% to 4.2%), yet this was still 
significantly better than the rate for communities of color (at 5.7%). Due to the sizable 
deterioration of employment for Whites, the size of the disparity actually reduces. 

• Adult correctional caseloads – Between 2008 and 2009, there is a drop in how many people of 
color are likely to be an active non-incarcerated case in the adult corrections system. The rate 
went from 21.5 per thousand people of color, to 20.3 per thousand. The rate for Whites also 
dropped – going from 11.7 to 11.3 per thousand White people. This serves to reduce the 
disparity, but it remains approximately 80% different.  

• Voter turnout – This is the best news of all these indicators. The reduction of disparities is due to 
a more robust improvement of the numbers of people of color who voted in 2006 compared with 
2008.   

 
In total, the disparity improvements over the last year (or most recent equivalent) that were noted in six 
areas are not uniformly “good news.” Of the six measures, only two are truly the result of improved 
outcomes for communities of color in comparison with Whites. For the other four measures, disparity 
reductions occurred due to a more rapidly deteriorating condition for Whites, thus pulling disparities 
lower but not because of improvements occurring for communities of color. This is not the type of 
disparity reduction we aim for.  
 
The Coalition of Communities of Color aims to expand dialogue on how best to assess movement on 
disparity reduction efforts. The above chart is one such possibility. We seek to work with City, County, 
School Board and State officials to establish a benchmark process to measure progress across important 
dimensions of racial equity.  
 
 

Synthesis of disparities & definition of need 
In the above section, we have highlighted that disparities are primarily getting worse over time. We turn 
now to examine, in a concrete way, the net impact on people of color. There is a magnitude and 
complexity to need that is embedded in the fullness of this report. We now aim to synthesize these data 
as a composite, as we simultaneously consider how we might conceptualize “need” in numeric terms. As 
the reader is likely to know, funding and visibility follows numbers. This is why so much attention was 
given in the initial sections of this research report to defining most accurately the size of our communities 
of color.  
 
Numbers alone will not, however, yield sufficient resources to tend to the scope and depth of need of our 
communities. Funding must be sufficiently robust to address the complexity of need that are tied to 
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communities of color. We must end relying on numbers alone to define funding allocations – 
incorporating need is required.  
 
In the below chart, we have selected important dimensions of communities of color experiences, ranging 
from income and child poverty, to racial discrimination and over-involvement in the justice system. The 
items were selected for their importance, but also for their unique contributions. For example, we did not 
include unemployment because of its overlap with income. Similarly, we did not include incarceration 
rates or youth justice system involvement but did include caseloads within the adult corrections system.  
 
On each item, the disparity is measured between Whites and communities of color. Our finding is that 
there is an average disparity level across systems in the amount of 64.5%. 

 

2008 

Child  
Poverty 

Dropout 
rate 

Health  
Insurance 

Rent 
Burden 

Housing 
Value 

Income 

Managemt 
& 

profession 
jobs 

Average 
school 

achievmt 

Incidence of 
racial 

discriminatn 
(g.8) 

Low 
birthweight 

Justice 
system 

involvmnt  

Mult Mult Oregon Mult Mult Mult Mult Mult Mult Mult Mult 

White 12.5% 5.6% 14.4% 49.9% $255,000 $33,095 43.6% 77% 0% 5.90% 0.91% 
 

Communities 
of color 

33.3% 10.1% 21.3% 56.9% $222,675  $16,635 23.3% 59% 26.50% 8.10% 1.35% 

Disparity 166.4% 80.4% 47.9% 14.0% 14.5% 98.9% 87% 30.5% 100% 37.3% 32.6% 

Average 
disparity 64.5% 

Source: Author’s calculations from tables used in this report, various sources.  
 
We highlight that the “costs” of living with the full range of institutional racism that exists widely across 
this county can be translated into a net worsening of the challenges of these life experiences – and that 
this amount is 64.5%.  
 
Accordingly, immediate attention to equitable funding will require that need is understood to exist in this 
magnitude – that funding rates provide a supplemental equity allocation of 64.5%. Funding formulas for 
services provided to communities of color need to be upwardly adjusted to be able to address this 
complexity and magnitude of need. We assert that these are costs not incurred by White communities as 
holding a White identity serves to protect one from these disparities. To give us a fighting chance to 
address the disparities that are an integral dimension of the lives of people of color requires a significant 
funding increase. We urge funding bodies to understand that meeting the needs of communities of color 
(either collectively or as individuals) cannot be achieved with the same funds provided for White service 
users.  
 
We understand that an increase of this magnitude is not likely to unfold in the coming years. We do, 
however, expect funders to understand the complexity of needs that exist, and begin to dialogue with us 
about establishing benchmarks to include measures of need in funds for culturally-specific services. 
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Chapter 6: Bright Spots & Challenges 
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Bright spots  
While there is profound misery embedded in these data gathered on the experiences of communities of 
color, we also acknowledge that good efforts and some promising advances offer us a source of 
“brightness” as we reflect on the full landscape of issues facing communities of color today. These are 
profiled below. 

1. Funding for culturally-specific services 
Multnomah County’s Department of Human Services led the way locally for funding to be dedicated to 
culturally-specific programs within its anti-poverty initiatives in the public schools. With the input from 
the Coalition of Communities of Color, the County’s SUN Service System reserved 25% of its funding for 
culturally-specific services. This funding allocation was made on the basis that culturally-specific services 
were the most appropriate service framework for reaching children and youth of color. This commitment 
allows communities of color to lead service provision efforts in these anti-poverty programs and to deliver 
programs that embody the commitments we outline in Appendix #3. Holding the needs of communities of 
color central to all service provision is a significant step in the right direction. Since the SUN Service 
System embarked on this initiative, 65.6% of service users are of color.169

 
 

In prior years, the Department of Community Justice was able to eliminate disproportionality in juvenile 
detention. The elimination of disparities between 1999 and 2002 is understood by the Coalition to be 
attributed to the provision of culturally-specific services and sufficient funding for programs that provided 
alternatives to detention.  

There is a current intention for the State’s domestic violence services to adopt a similar practice. As well, 
many Head Start programs are culturally-specific, but they do not adopt a formal funding formula to 
preserve this practice.  

2. Coalition of Communities of Color  
The Coalition of Communities of Color has been tenacious in its 9-year history, working without funding 
and staffing for the first six of its years. With funding for the last year, and confirmed (though minimal) 
funding for the next two, the Coalition is able to build a unified voice of advocates from within culturally-
specific service providers. Our efforts and capacity for working with consensus and inclusion allows us to 
build profile and reputation. We now are attaining increased profile and inclusion at numerous policy 
tables and have been able to press forward with a voice that speaks loudly with communities of color. We 
look forward to a continued role of advancing anti-racist equity efforts at multiple levels to improve the 
health and well-being of our communities of color.  
 
The financing of the research and advocacy efforts (that led to this report, and the community-specific 
reports that will follow) by Multnomah County, the City of Portland, the Northwest Health Foundation 
and Portland State University have enabled this research to be conducted and to assist the Coalition’s 
efforts to build impetus for change. 
 

3. Improvements on the policy front 
The policy priorities of the State of Oregon and Multnomah County are shifting towards the needs of 
marginalized peoples. The 2009 legislative gains that expand the Oregon Health Plan for children and the 
new program that makes health care more affordable for families making between 200% and 300% of the 
poverty line will help families of color. Similarly, the expansion of the food stamps program has supported 
the deteriorating situation for poorer families, who have experienced an increase of 38.2% in food stamp 
use this past year. We also applaud the passage of Measures 66 and 67 which while it does not ensure 
robust state funding for services on which we depend, at least preserves them from further cuts.  
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4. Work on disparities being funded and receiving attention 

There are significant efforts underway to address disparities and advance equity in numerous public 
institutions. Of highest profile is the excellent work undertaken by the Health Equity Initiative in 
Multnomah County’s Health Department. Attention to health disparities, along with the broad 
dissemination of the film, “Unnatural Causes” has served to increase an understanding of the poverty and 
race dimensions of health across our communities. We also applaud the efforts of the Department of 
Human Services at the state level to study and take action on disproportionality in child welfare. The Task 
Force on Disproportionality in Child Welfare is poised to lead reform efforts.  
 
One effort of Multnomah County’s Department of Human Services has been to improve the caliber of 
data collection on communities of color receiving child welfare services, and allowing PSU researchers to 
significantly reduce the “unknown race” category in the administrative data. This transition has been 
positive and will enable a better understanding of disproportionality in child welfare. We hope that similar 
changes in research practices across the County will help bring disparity issues to light in a timely and 
transparent manner.  
 
The existence of protected contracting practices at all levels of government is similarly valued for its 
intention to ensure that communities of color have access to contracting dollars that are disseminated. 
That said, we are deeply concerned that few benefits are going to minority-owned businesses. 
 

5. Movement on disparities 
Despite the unsettling picture that this report highlights, there is some positive movement on disparities. 
While disparities remain deep between Whites and communities of color, there is a slight narrowing of 
the dropout rate of high school students, in the unemployment rate, and in the caseloads within adult 
correctional services. See the next section of this report for further details. Voter turnout in the 
presidential election served to mobilize and engage many more communities of color, likely as excitement 
built about an African American candidate, but also likely due to organizing efforts that sought our 
inclusion in the electoral process.  
 
While the current disparities in public school education are mostly either stalled or headed in the wrong 
direction, there was a marked narrowing of disparities in the early 2000s that we want to draw attention 
to and hold out the possibility that actions to narrow disparities are possible and are in our living memory. 
So too we affirm the significant narrowing and even temporary elimination of disparities for youth of 
color being held in detention prior to their hearings. The Coalition credits the practice innovations of the 
juvenile justice system, along with adequate funding for alternatives to detention for youth of color. We 
continue to hold hope in the prospects for disparity elimination across systems and institutions.   
 

6. Research environment in governments 
Through the course of the last two years of this research project, we have been pleased with the 
openness that many administrative systems have been in their receptivity to our questions about equity 
issues, and in many cases, their willingness to collect such data and distribute it to us. There is an 
openness to considering equity issues in most agencies and institutions which serves as a sign of hope and 
promise for moving ahead with an anti-racist, disparity reduction effort. That said, there has 
simultaneously been considerable frustration in gathering data for this project as race and ethnicity have 
often been excluded from data gathering processes, or coded in ways that make analysis difficult, or 
ignored in traditional data dissemination practices. We look forward to action on this issue such that 
communities of color will become a standard and valued dimension of our collective experience, rather 
than ignored, hidden and invisible.  
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Multnomah county needs a wake-up call! 
Consider the fullness of what this report has revealed. Our child poverty rates average 33% higher than 
the national averages for the same communities. Occupations are highly segregated and educational 
outcomes are deeply unequal. These are institutions that people control, and can, if rigorous, eliminate 
the elements of institutional racism that permeate all levels of practice. Addressing the pervasive 
dimensions of institutional racism is required in every walk of life.  

 
Self-congratulation occurs in the region each time our city reaches the “top 10” lists of good places to live 
in the USA. The data in this report suggests we are deluding ourselves to think that this is universally an 
excellent place to live.  

 
Many features of the county’s experience are worse than national averages. This is true for housing 
burdens, poverty rates, educational attainment, incomes and occupational profiles. Communities of color 
universally have worse quality of lives here in this liberal county than the USA averages. This must truly be 
a wake-up call for us all.  
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Chapter 7: Affirmations, 
Recommendations & Conclusions 
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Policy affirmations  
1. Affirm culturally-specific services funding: We affirm and appreciate Multnomah County’s dedicated 

funding pool within the Department of Human Services, SUN Service System. We seek to expand this 
commitment and urge all funding units within Multnomah County to make such allocations a priority. We 
seek to expand these commitments, urging all funding units in all levels of government (Multnomah 
County, the City of Portland, the State of Oregon and the County School Boards) to make such allocations 
a priority. 
 
Culturally-specific services are best able to address the needs of communities of color. These services 
have the following unique features: 

• We provide respite from racism. People of color enter culturally-specific services as insiders 
instead of outsiders.  

• We hold the trust of our communities. Mainstream services do not, and relationships are 
instead marked by distrust. This supports our ability to respond to community needs and to 
work in solidarity with them to address larger injustices.  

• Accountability to the specific community of color for whom services are delivered. 
• Top leadership (Board of Directors or equivalent) are primarily composed of community 

members who share the same racial and ethnic identity. This means they have a lived 
experience of racism and discrimination and will address these at all levels of practice. 

• Located in the specific community of color that is being served and reflect the cultural values 
of the community throughout their services. Users of such services are likely to be welcomed 
and affirmed.   

• Staffed and led primarily by those who share the racial and ethnic characteristics of the 
community. This means we have walked a similar path as those we serve, and have 
experienced the types of racism typically targeted against the community. This provides deep 
and lasting commitments to eliminating racism in all its forms. 

• Such services are typically involved in many advocacy practices, and are involved in 
challenging institutional racism in its many forms. Given this engagement, service users are 
more likely to have their needs better understood and more hopeful about prospects for 
change. As their organizations are involved in social justice efforts, this increases the social 
capital of the community and its members.  
 

2. Support equity initiatives: We support equity initiatives at the County such as the Equity Council, the 
Undoing Institutional Racism initiative, and the work of the Health Equity Initiative. At the City level, we 
affirm the work of the Human Rights Commission and the Diversity and Civic Leadership program. At the 
State level, we affirm the emergence of affirmative action and diversity initiatives from the Office of 
Multicultural Health and Services.   

 
 

Policy recommendations 
1. Expand funding for culturally-specific services. Designated funds are required, and these funds must be 

adequate to address needs. Allocation must recognize the size of communities of color, must compensate 
for the undercounts that exist in population estimates, and must be sufficiently robust to address the 
complexity of need that are tied to communities of color. Recognizing the complexity and depth of need 
that exists for communities of color requires that we are provided with a higher funding base in 
recognition of the urgent need for ameliorative interventions. Culturally-specific services are the most 
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appropriate service delivery method for communities of color. Service providers within culturally-specific 
services must be involved in establishing funding formulas for such designations.  
 

2. Implement needs-based funding for communities of color. This report illuminates the complexity of 
needs facing communities of color, and highlights that Whites do not face such issues or the disparities 
that result from them. Accordingly, providing services for these communities is similarly more complex. 
We urge funding bodies to begin implementing an equity-based funding allocation that seeks to 
ameliorate some of the challenges that exist in resourcing these communities.  
 

3. Emphasize poverty reduction strategies. Poverty reduction must be an integral element of meeting the 
needs of communities of color. A dialogue is needed immediately to kick-start economic development 
efforts that hold the needs of communities of color high in policy implementation. Improving the quality 
and quantity of jobs that are available to people of color will reduce poverty.  
 
Current economic development initiatives and urban renewal activities do not address equity concerns 
nor poverty and unemployment among communities of color. Protected initiatives to support access of 
minority-owned businesses to contracting dollars, along with small business development initiatives must 
ensure equitable distribution of resources and the public benefits that flow from such investments.  
 

4. Reduce disparities with firm timelines, policy commitments and resources. Disparity reduction across 
systems must occur and must ultimately ensure that one’s racial and ethnic identity ceases to determine 
one’s life chances. The Coalition urges the State, County and City governments, including school boards, 
to establish firm timelines with measurable outcomes to assess disparities each and every year. There 
must be zero-tolerance for racial and ethnic disparities. Accountability structures must be developed and 
implemented to ensure progress on disparity reduction. As a first step, plans for disparities reduction 
must be developed in every institution and be developed in partnership with communities of color. 
Targeted reductions with measurable outcomes must be a central feature of these plans. Elements of 
such an initiative would include: 

• Policies to reflect these commitments are needed to ensure accountability exists in legislation.   
• Accountability structures must be developed and implemented to ensure progress on disparity 

reduction. As a first step, plans for disparities reduction must be developed in every institution 
and be developed in partnership with communities of color. Targeted reductions with measurable 
outcomes must be a central feature of these plans.  

• Disparities must be understood institutionally, ideologically, behaviorally and historically. 
Institutional racism must be a major feature of disparity reduction work.  

• Effectively resource these initiatives and place control of these initiatives in the leadership of 
communities of color who will lead us to real solutions.  

• Accountability and transparency must feature across all institutional efforts.  
• Annual updates must be conducted and the results available to the general public. 

 
5. Count communities of color. Immediately, we demand that funding bodies universally use the most 

current data available and use the “alone or in combination with other races, with or without Hispanics” 
as the official measure of the size of our communities. The minor over-counting that this creates is more 
than offset by the pervasive undercounting that exists when outsiders measure the size of our 
communities.  When “community-verified population counts” are available, we demand that these be 
used. 
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6. Prioritize education and early childhood services. The Coalition prioritizes education and early childhood 
services as a significant pathway out of poverty and social exclusion, and urges that disparities in 
achievement, dropout, post-secondary education and even early education be prioritized.  
 
Significant reductions in dropout rates of youth of color, improvements in graduation rates, increased 
access to early childhood education (with correlated reductions on disparities that exist by the time 
children enter kindergarten) and participation in post-secondary education and training programs is 
essential for the success of our youth.  
 

7. Expand the role for the Coalition of Communities of Color. The Coalition of Communities of Color seeks 
an ongoing role in monitoring the outcomes of disparity reduction efforts and seeks appropriate funding 
to facilitate this task. Disparity reduction efforts will include the following: 

• Establishing an external accountability structure that serves an auditing function to keep local and 
state governments accountable. This leaves the work less vulnerable to changes in leadership.  

• Creating annual reports on the status of inequities on numerous measures, similar to the disparity 
tally included in this document. 

• Continuing to work with mainstream groups to advise on changes in data collection, research and 
policy practices to reduce disparities, undercounting and the invisibility of communities of color.  

 
8. Research practices that make the invisible visible. Implement research practices across institutions that 

are transparent, easily accessible and accurate in the representation of communities of color. Draw from 
the expertise within the Coalition of Communities of Color to conceptualize such practices. This will result 
in the immediate reversal of invisibility and tokenistic understanding of the issues facing communities of 
color. Such practices will expand the visibility of communities of color.  
 
Better data collection practices on the race and ethnicity for service users needs to exist. Self-
identification is essential, with service providers helping affirm a prideful identification of one’s race and 
ethnicity as well as assurances that no harm will come from identifying as a person of color. We also want 
people to be able to identify more than one race or ethnicity, by allowing multiple identifiers to be used. 
The “multiracial” category is not helpful because no information about one’s identity is possible. The 
Coalition of Communities of Color then wants research practices and usage statistics to accurately and 
routinely reveal variances and disproportionality by race and ethnicity. The Coalition will consult with 
researchers and administrators as needed on such improvements.  

 
9. Fund community development. Significantly expand community development funding for communities of 

color. Build line items into state, county and city budgets for communities of color to self-organize, 
network our communities, develop pathways to greater social inclusion, build culturally-specific social 
capital and provide leadership within and outside our own communities.  

 
10. Disclose race and ethnicity data for mainstream service providers. Mainstream service providers and 

government providers continue to have the largest role in service delivery. Accounting for the outcomes 
of these services for communities of color is essential. We expect each level of service provision to 
increasingly report on both service usage and service outcomes for communities of color.  
 
Data collection tools must routinely ask service users to identify their race and ethnicity, and allow for 
multiple designations to be specified. These data must then be disclosed in an open and transparent 
manner. The Coalition of Communities of Color expects to be involved in the design of these data 
collection tools. Outcomes by race and ethnicity need to be publicly available on an annual basis.   
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11. Name racism. Before us are both the challenge and the opportunity to become engaged with issues of 
race, racism and whiteness. Racial experiences are a feature of daily life whether we are on the harmful 
end of such experience or on the beneficiary end of the spectrum. The first step is to stop pretending race 
and racism do not exist. The second is to know that race is always linked to experience. The third is to 
know that racial identity is strongly linked to experiences of marginalization, discrimination and 
powerlessness. We seek for those in the White community to aim to end a prideful perception that 
Multnomah County is an enclave of progressivity. Communities of color face tremendous inequities and a 
significant narrowing of opportunity and advantage. This must become unacceptable for everyone. 

 
 

Conclusion 
The community-based organizations of color that make up the Coalition of Communities of Color have an 
intimate and lived experience of the realities profiled in this report. Evidence of institutional racism is 
embedded in this document, and in many cases unabated and worsening. Regardless of the intention of 
service and systems providers and policy practitioners, outcomes are profoundly disparate for 
communities of color. Continued failure to act or tokenistic responses will certainly imperil communities 
of color for generations to come. We advocate for developing shared resolution to the issues facing us.  

 
The most powerful solution is widespread diminishment of racism and its ideological, systemic and 
behavioral dimensions. Simultaneously, White privilege (and its composite dimensions) must be 
deconstructed. We affirm the potential for allies across all levels of government and institutions to be 
moved by the damage done through disparities and to respond to the urgent need for change. Robust 
racial equity initiatives are needed throughout all areas addressed in this report. We also urge those in 
nearby regions of Oregon to anticipate that disparities of a similar magnitude will be very likely to exist. 
 
Mainstream services and institutions do not have to do it alone – standing poised to deliver 
recommendations and insights are leaders within communities of color. We are willing to share wisdom, 
understanding of and external accountability advice to racial equity movements.  
 
The challenge facing us is one that is probably the most compelling of our generation. We need each and 
every one of us to make intelligent, ambitious and compassionate change efforts now.  Lives depend on it. 
The future of our children depends on it.  

 

Prologue: Quality of data issues 
The data relied upon in this paper draws mainly from conventional database sources including the Census 
2000 and the American Community Survey. These sources chronically undercount the size of communities 
of color, particularly those where residents are poor, under-housed and move frequently. They depend on 
voluntary self-disclosure of one’s personal information, and this is compromised where there are historic 
relationships with the government (that of the USA or in other countries where one has resided) that are 
exploitive and/or imperial. In addition, disclosure of information is rendered much more difficult when 
one does not receive a regular pay check, use a bank account, or pay the same rent on a monthly basis, or 
has other barriers to information sharing such as comfort and trustworthiness. Finally, actually connecting 
with people to gather their information is also compromised by accessibility of physical availability, 
language and literacy. This means that these conventional databases will have undercounts and 
inaccuracies that may compromise the integrity of the data.  
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One’s race and ethnicity is a particularly contentious data collection issue. Who fills out such forms? If it is 
a service delivery person, on what do they base their responses? The appearance of the person and their 
skin color? We know that there are huge error rates when others fill in these forms for a person of color. 
In the case of death records, whoever accompanies the body fills out the form. The error rate is known 
here to be as large as 21% for Native Americans. Even when people of color fill out such forms, there can 
be misclassifications. What boxes are available to fill in? What happens to data that is entered outside the 
official box? Then these data are coded and entered into a computer system. Again more problems arise – 
how is a multiply identified person “coded?” Are multiple identities retained or are they collapsed into a 
“multiracial” category? Then when these databases are available to researchers to extract, can they do so 
by the features they want to extract? In the case of Native Americans in Multnomah county, their 
community profiles cannot be shared unless 20,000 of them answered the specific race question that 
year. Unfortunately, the budget for this survey will stay constant. As the population grows, fewer 
communities will be reported on each year, and the quality of data will deteriorate for the remaining 
communities.   

 
When we anticipate the data available for White communities and communities of color in the years to 
come, the size of White communities will be sufficient to retain visibility and accuracy. For smaller 
communities, the shrinking funding base for survey administration coupled with undercounting and 
ongoing marginalization poises our communities of color to face ongoing challenges in visibility and 
understanding. 
 
A subsequent round of difficulty is created within the surveys themselves. Identification as a racial 
minority has been confusing and the categories have changed often, such as the introduction in 2000 of 
the ability for Census 2000 respondents to enter more than one racial category. While an improvement, it 
has resulted in difficult coding and interpretation issues. Also, some institutions have been slower to 
adopt to practices which has posed problems for comparison of data across institutions.  

 
In addition, we have another problem because policy has been developed within institutions that 
reproduce dominance and marginalize and keep powerless people of color. The identity of policy makers 
themselves and researchers are White, and practice with an ethos of “Whiteness,” meaning that they do 
not and cannot easily spot the biases in their practices that continue to favor White racial identities and 
subjugate the identities and experiences of communities of color. The data drawn from mainstream 
institutions such as the Department of Human Services, the Oregon Department of Education, the Oregon 
University System, the Oregon Employment Department (and others) are vulnerable to the influences of 
Whiteness and must be treated with some skepticism. 

 
Our belief is that the sum total of these data issues would make the data worse! So we advocate that the 
reader understand that while s/he may be troubled by the statistics and trends presented, it may even be 
worse. We aim, as part of this project, to work with mainstream institutions to improve the accuracy of 
their data and become more robust and responsive to data issues facing communities of color. One such 
example is that local unemployment figures are not available by race and ethnicity. Given the information 
in this report, who do you think is likely to be suffering most in this prolonged recession? Why is not such 
data available? 

 
Finally, we have been thwarted by a lack of transparency and availability of data in many situations. For 
example, we would have liked to find data on the admissions to OUS universities by race and ethnicity and 
to see what the retention and successful graduation has been for specific cohorts. We would also like to 
see full revelations of the school discipline data across school boards. To date, these have not been made 
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available. But we know that these data are available, because we know the types of inputs on many 
datasets. As researchers and community partners, we typically wonder what they might be hiding. Or has 
Whiteness so infused their practices that they don’t even think people would be interested in such data.  

 
We would also like to ensure that data becomes much more robust in terms of breaking down 
experiences by race and ethnicity, and by income. Making these data publicly available is an essential 
requirement. When organizations receive public funds, there should be public reporting of results, and 
the frameworks for establishing what counts as results should increasingly involve communities of color. 
For example, service providers and their funders must look at and disclose service performance issues 
such as who is served, how much service they get, what results occur from participation, what satisfaction 
level participants have, and composition of those who leave the program, are referred elsewhere, or do 
not even enter the building.  

 
In summary, data are created by those who conceptualize, implement, tally and report on it. Each step of 
this path is influenced by Whiteness and with some resistance to transparent, community-accountable 
and robust measuring of the race and ethnicity dimensions of experience. The Coalition of Communities 
of Color and their research partners at PSU look forward to joining with our mainstream agencies and 
institutions in discovering and implementing new ways to end the invisibility of communities of color in 
Multnomah county.   
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Appendix #1: Supplemental data notes 
 
Reporting levels are problematic. For data that draws from the American Community Survey the following 
notes are needed. 
 
1. Given that these data are drawn from a sample, and in order for the Census Bureau to provide fuller 

reporting, they have amalgamated the results of three years into one data set. This occurs in the following 
time periods: 2005-2007 and 2006-2008. The authors of this report have aimed to be as clear as possible 
in their rendering of the data, and giving a three-year name to a single data point is needlessly confusing. 
Accordingly, we have named the data sets “2007” (for the 2005-2007 range) and “2008” (for the 2006-
2008 range).  

2. Data for some communities is not available. This is true for the Pacific Islander data which is usually 
combined with the Asian data. It was not, however, available for the American Community Survey data 
for Multnomah county and for Oregon. We have thus excluded it from the Asian figures. Exceptions for 
this are those figures from administrative datasets that include Pacific Islander communities within the 
Asian figures. These include Oregon Department of Education, Department of Human Services 
(Multnomah County) and the Department of Community Justice (Multnomah County). Local surveys such 
as the Oregon Population Survey include the Asian/Pacific Islander communities, which we have called 
“Asian” in this report.  

3. A second place where specific data were not available was for the Native American data “without 
Hispanic or Latino” multiracial persons. This dataset thus uses the Native American data “with Hispanic or 
Latino” in Multnomah county. To provide some consistency across the report, the same report on the 
Native American community is used at the Oregon and USA levels. 

4. To make the naming of data categories more accessible, some abbreviations have been used. 
a. White = White alone, non-Hispanic 
b. Native American = American Indian and Alaska Native, alone or in combination with other races, 

including Hispanic or Latino. To understand the size of this possible “double counting,” please 
look at the data in the population counts section of the report. 

c. Black = African American or Black, alone or in combination with other races, non-Hispanic 
d. Asian = Asian alone or in combination with other races, non-Hispanic 

5. When we present data that are “communities of color” composites, we accomplish this by averaging the 
figures of the four traditional communities of color (Latino, African American, Asian and Native American). 
These figures are not weighted by the size of the community. In many cases, data was not available on the 
size. When we present data on “people of color,” these figures represent the average for all people of 
color, and are not averages of the communities. 
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Appendix #2: Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
 
PREAMBLE 
Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human 
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,  
 
Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the 
conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and 
belief and freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common people,  
 
Whereas it is essential, if man is not to be compelled to have recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion against 
tyranny and oppression, that human rights should be protected by the rule of law,  
 
Whereas it is essential to promote the development of friendly relations between nations,  
 
Whereas the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have 
determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom,  
 
Whereas Member States have pledged themselves to achieve, in co-operation with the United Nations, the 
promotion of universal respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms,  
 
Whereas a common understanding of these rights and freedoms is of the greatest importance for the full 
realization of this pledge, 
 
Now, Therefore THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims THIS UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS as a 
common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ 
of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect 
for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal 
and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the 
peoples of territories under their jurisdiction. 
 
 Article 1. 
• All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 

conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.  
 

Article 2. 
• Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any 

kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 
property, birth or other status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, 
jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be 
independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.  

 
Article 3. 
• Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.  
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Article 4. 
• No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their 

forms.  
 

Article 5. 
• No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.  
 

Article 6. 
• Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the law.  
 

Article 7. 
• All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the law. 

All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against 
any incitement to such discrimination.  

 
Article 8. 
• Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent national tribunals for acts violating the 

fundamental rights granted him by the constitution or by law.  
 

Article 9. 
• No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.  
 

Article 10. 
• Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal, 

in the determination of his rights and obligations and of any criminal charge against him.  
 

Article 11. 
• (1) Everyone charged with a penal offence has the right to be presumed innocent until proved guilty 

according to law in a public trial at which he has had all the guarantees necessary for his defence.  
• (2) No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on account of any act or omission which did not 

constitute a penal offence, under national or international law, at the time when it was committed. Nor 
shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one that was applicable at the time the penal offence was 
committed.  

 
Article 12. 
• No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, 

nor to attacks upon his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law 
against such interference or attacks.  

 
Article 13. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state.  
• (2) Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country.  
 

Article 14. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.  
• (2) This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions genuinely arising from non-political crimes 

or from acts contrary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.  
 

Article 15. 
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• (1) Everyone has the right to a nationality.  
• (2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change his nationality.  
 

Article 16. 
• (1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the right 

to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at 
its dissolution.  

• (2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.  
• (3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by 

society and the State.  
 

Article 17. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others.  
• (2) No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property.  
 

Article 18. 
• Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to 

change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.  

 
Article 19. 
• Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold 

opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media 
and regardless of frontiers.  

 
Article 20. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association.  
• (2) No one may be compelled to belong to an association.  
 

Article 21. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely 

chosen representatives.  
• (2) Everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his country.  
• (3) The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in 

periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret 
vote or by equivalent free voting procedures.  

 
Article 22. 
• Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through 

national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the organization and resources of 
each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free 
development of his personality.  

 
Article 23. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of 

work and to protection against unemployment.  
• (2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.  
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• (3) Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his 
family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social 
protection.  

• (4) Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests.  
 

Article 24. 
• Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic 

holidays with pay.  
 

Article 25. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and 

of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the 
right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of 
livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.  

• (2) Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in 
or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection.  

 
Article 26. 
• (1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and 

fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education 
shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of 
merit.  

• (2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the 
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, 
tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of 
the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.  

• (3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.  
 

Article 27. 
• (1) Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and 

to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.  
• (2) Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any 

scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author.  
 

Article 28. 
• Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and freedoms set forth in this 

Declaration can be fully realized.  
 

Article 29. 
• (1) Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free and full development of his 

personality is possible.  
• (2) In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be subject only to such limitations as are 

determined by law solely for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the rights and 
freedoms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, public order and the general 
welfare in a democratic society.  

• (3) These rights and freedoms may in no case be exercised contrary to the purposes and principles of the 
United Nations.  

 
Article 30. 
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• Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for any State, group or person any right to 
engage in any activity or to perform any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights and freedoms 
set forth herein.  
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Appendix #3: Multnomah County’s philosophy and implementation of culturally-
specific services 

 
Philosophy of Culturally Specific Service Delivery: 
Multnomah County believes that funding should follow the client and not the other way around.  In the business 
world, this is known as “customer choice.” Over years of service delivery to communities of color it has been 
made clear that consumer choice for people of color and ethnic communities is based on three dimensions: 
comfort, confidence, and trust.  These dimensions are strongest in an environment where the organizations 
and/or institutions providing the services reflect the values, histories and cultures of those being served.  Agencies 
which hire one or two culturally specific staff members do not provide an environment where comfort, 
confidence and trust are maximized for clients.  Communities of color are characterized by significant language 
and cultural differences from the majority culture of the United States. One of these characteristics is a personal 
or relational way of interacting with service providers, rather than an impersonal bureaucratic way of interacting 
with service providers, which is more common in mainstream culture.  This fact makes it important that the 
overall “feel” of an organization be familiar and comfortable to the client receiving services.  While the specifics of 
these characteristics vary in the African American, Latino, Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, Slavic and the 
many African and Refugee cultures in Multnomah county, all of these communities share the need for a culturally 
specific style of personal interaction, language, and organizational culture. 
 
Indeed, in our experience not only do members of the various communities of color prefer to seek services from 
culturally-specific providers, but there are many issues that clients may not have the trust to openly discuss and 
confront outside a culturally-specific context.  Some of these issues include but are not limited to domestic 
violence, drug and alcohol addiction, gang involvement, financial hardships, youth sexuality, and family and 
relationship problems.  Thus, culturally-specific services are not only the preferred service provider for many 
people of color and immigrants, in many cases they may be the only provider in which individuals and families will 
feel comfortable asking for and receiving appropriate services.  
 
Values Statement: 
Multnomah County values and celebrates the rich diversity of our community.  Through diversity comes a sense of 
community.  Community provides a wealth of experience and different perspectives that enriches everyone's life.  
Communities in Multnomah County have a long tradition of supporting each other through families, churches and 
community organizations.  Cultural minorities are more likely to engage individuals and organizations that are 
intimately knowledgeable of the issues of poverty and minority disproportionality facing the community today, 
and further, whose services are culturally specific, accessible and provided with compassion.  Therefore, we are 
committed to providing a continuum of culturally specific services including prevention, intervention and anti-
poverty services throughout Multnomah County that ensures the welfare, stability and growth of children and 
families who are part of at-risk, minority populations.  By so doing, these individuals will be able to contribute and 
participate in the civic life of our county. 
 
Criteria for Culturally Specific Service Providers: 
The following section identifies specific criteria that Multnomah uses to identify and designate organizations 
which have developed the capacity to provide culturally specific services.  The following criteria should be used in 
Request for Proposals, contracting, and other funding processes to determine the appropriateness and eligibility 
of specific organizations to receive culturally specific funding.  Both geographic hubs and culturally specific service 
organizations should be required to meet these criteria in order to receive funding from the resources that are 
dedicated to culturally specific service provision.  These agency characteristics are expected to be in place at the 
time the organization applies for culturally specific services and not be characteristics or capacities that the 
agency proposes to develop over a period of time after contracts are signed.  The criteria include: 
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• Majority of agency clients served are from a particular community of color: African American, Asian/Pacific 
Islander, Native American, Latino, African and Refugee, and Slavic. 

• Organizational environment is culturally focused and identified as such by clients. 
• Prevalence of bilingual and/or bicultural staff reflects the community that is proposed to be served. 
• Established and successful community engagement and involvement with the community being served. 

 
Contracting Implementation: 
Steps will be taken throughout all phases of the Request for Proposals process to ensure that Multnomah County 
contracts are given to organizations that have the capacity to provide the best culturally specific services.  Those 
steps include, but are not limited to, the following: 
• Refer to the definition of culturally specific service providers when reviewing funding applications.  
• Create and implement an effective process to validate the accuracy of an organization’s claim that they’re a 

culturally specific service provider using the aforementioned definition and eliminate applications that do not 
meet the criteria. 

• Include a requirement to submit past performance documentation regarding County contracts to ensure 
contracting with the most qualified providers and to achieve the highest quality of service delivery. 

• Verify with partnering organization(s) that the relationship(s) referred to in an application exist and that the 
scope of work is targeted toward the work Multnomah County is supporting. 

• Include representation from the communities that are proposed to be served on committee and review 
panels for their respective communities. 
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Appendix #4: Language definitions170

Ally: “A member of an oppressor group who works to end a form of oppression which gives her or him privilege. 
For example, a white person who works to end racism, or a man who works to end sexism” (Bishop, 1994, p. 126). 

 

Anti-Oppressive Practice: a person-centered philosophy; and egalitarian value system concerned 
with reducing the deleterious effects of structural inequalities upon people’s lives; a methodology focusing on 
both process and outcome; and a way of structuring relationships between individuals that aims to empower 
users by reducing the negative effects of social hierarchies on their interaction and the work they do together. 
(Dominelli, 1994, p.3) 
 
Communities of color: Four communities are traditional recognized as being of color – Native American, African 
American, Asian and Latino. To these four groups, the Coalition of Communities of Color also recognizes and 
includes two communities: Slavic and African immigrant and refugee. Note that there is some tension in whether 
Latinos are a racial or an ethnic group. Most databases define them as a separate ethnic group, as opposed to a 
racial group. In Multnomah county, we define Latinos as a community of color and primarily understand the 
Latino experience as one significantly influenced by racism.   
 
Cultural competence: A set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come together in a system, 
agency or among professionals and enable that system, agency or those professions to work effectively in cross-
cultural situations. The goal is to build skills and cultures that support the ability to interact effectively across 
identities. The word culture is used because it implies the integrated pattern of human behavior that includes 
thoughts, communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values and institutions of a racial, ethnic, religious or social 
group. The word competence is used because it implies having the capacity to function effectively. Five essential 
elements contribute to a system, institution or agency's ability to become more culturally competent: 

1. Valuing diversity  
2. Having the capacity for cultural self-assessment  
3. Being conscious of the dynamics inherent when cultures interact  
4. Having institutionalized culture knowledge  
5. Having developed adaptations to service delivery reflecting an understanding of cultural diversity (Cross, 

Bazron, Dennis & Isaacs, 1989)  

Cultural proficiency: See “cultural competence”  

Discourse: “A set of assumptions, socially shared and often unconscious, reflected in the language, that positions 
people who speak within them and frames knowledge” (Ristock & Pennell, 1996, p.114). 

Discrimination: “The prejudgment and negative treatment of people based on identifiable characteristics such as 
race, gender, religion, or ethnicity” (Barker, 1995, p.103). 

Disparities: Are differences between population groups in the presence of any form of incidence or outcomes, 
including access to services. Disparities include both acceptable and unacceptable differences. (Adapted from 
Multnomah County Health Department, Health Equity Initiative) 
 
Diversity: “Diversity refers to the broad range of human experience, emphasizing the following identities or group 
memberships: race, class, ethnicity, national origin, color, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, 
age marital status, political belief, religion, mental or physical disability, immigration status, language and 
linguistics.” (Portland State University, 2009) 
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Dominant discourse: Refers to the prevailing discourses that typically consolidate a set of myths about particular 
groups of people and then reproduce these myths through language, images, and generalized beliefs about who 
such people are and what they are capable of. These discourses are created by those with privileged identities 
and serve the function of maintaining oppressive systems such as racism, thus becoming an act of oppression 
themselves. When these characterizations are reproduced widely, they become the accepted way of speaking 
about and understanding particular groups of people. An example is the dominant discourse around “Black” and 
all this implies, and the corollary of “White” and all this implies.  

Ethnicity: Refers to arbitrary classifications of human populations based on the sharing common ancestry 
including features such as nationality, language, cultural heritage and religion.   

Exploitation: “When a person or people control another person or people, they can make use of the controlled 
people’s assets, such as resources, labor, and reproductive ability, for their own purposes. The exploiters are 
those who benefit, and the exploited are those who lose” (Bishop, 1994, p.129-130). 

Individual racism: “The beliefs, attitudes, and actions of individuals that support or perpetuate racism. Individual 
racism can occur at both an unconscious and conscious level, and can be both active and passive” (Wijeyesinghe, 
Griffin & Lowe, 1997, p.89). 

Inequities: Are disparities that result from a variety of social factors such as income inequality, economic forces, 
educational quality, environmental conditions, individual behavior choices, and access to services. Health 
inequities are unfair and avoidable. (Adapted from Multnomah County Health Department, Health Equity 
Initiative).  
 
Institutional racism:  
 “The network of institutional structures, policies, and practices that create advantages and benefits for Whites, 

and discrimination, oppression, and disadvantage for people from targeted racial groups. The advantages to 
Whites are often invisible to them, or are considered “rights” available to everyone as opposed to “privileges” 
awarded to only some individuals and groups” (Wijeyesinghe, Griffin & Lowe, 1997, p.93).  

 Institutional racism consists of those established laws, customs and practices which systematically reflect and 
produce racial inequalities… whether or not the individuals maintaining those practices have racist intentions 
(Jones, 1972, p.131).  

 Institutional racism is understood to exist based on the experiences of people of color, rather than intention to 
create inequities. One does not need to “prove” intent to discriminate in order for institutional racism to exist. 
Institutional racism exists by impact rather than intention. 

Internalized Dominance: Occurs “when members of the agent group accept their group’s socially superior status 
as normal and deserved” (Griffin, 1997, p.76). 

Internalized Oppression: Occurs “when members of the target group have adopted the agent group’s ideology 
and accept their subordinate group status as deserved, natural, and inevitable” (Griffin, 1997, p.76). Furthermore, 
“oppressed people usually come to believe the negative things that are said about them and even act them out” 
(Bishop, 1994, p.131). 

Mainstream services: These are large service organizations that are largely devoid of specific services for 
communities of color, or having minimal or tokenistic responses to the specific needs of these communities. They 
operate from the presumption that service needs are independent from racial and cultural needs, and that staff 
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can be trained in “cultural sensitivity” or “cultural competence” to ensure delivery of quality services regardless of 
clients’ race and ethnicity.  
 
Marginalized/margins: “Groups that have a history of oppression and exploitation are pushed further and further 
from the centres of power that control the shape and destiny of the society. These are the margins of society, and 
this is the process of marginalization” (Bishop, 1994, p.133). 

Power: “A relational force, not a fixed entity, that operates in all interactions. While it can be oppressive, power 
can also be enabling” (Ristock & Pennell, 1996, p.116). 

Prejudice:  “An opinion about an individual, group, or phenomenon that is developed without proof or systematic 
evidence. This prejudgment may be favorable but is more often unfavorable and may become institutionalized in 
the form of a society’s laws or customs” (Barker, 1995, p.290). 

Privilege: “Privilege exists when one group has something of value that is denied to others simply because of the 
groups they belong to, rather than because of anything they’ve done or 
failed to do. Access to privilege doesn’t determine one’s outcomes, but it is definitely an asset that makes it more 
likely that whatever talent, ability, and aspirations a person with privilege has will result in something positive for 
them.” (Peggy McIntosh) 
 
Racialized: “Process by which racial categories are constructed as different and unequal in ways that have social, 
economic and political consequences” (Galabuzi, 2006, p.251). 
 
Racism: “A system in which one group of people exercises power over another or others on the basis of social 
constructed categories based on distinctions of physical attributes such as skin color” (Galabuzi, 2006, p.252). 
 
Relative Rate Index (RRI): Is a methodology for measuring rate differences between groups to estimate disparity 
of a phenomenon. It involves calculating the occurrence rate of a reference and a second group and comparing 
the resulting ratio to 1.  For a more in depth discussion of RRI and methods for calculating, see U.S. Department of 
Justice (2006). Disproportionate Minority Contact Technical Assistance Manual, 3rd Edition. Washington D.C.: 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 
 
Social justice: “Social justice is both a process and a goal that (1) seeks equitable (re)distribution of resources, 
opportunities and responsibilities; (2) challenges the roots of oppression and injustice; (3) empowers all people to 
enhance self-determination and realize their full potential; (4) and builds social solidarity and community capacity 
for collaborative action.” (Portland State University, 2009) 

Stereotype: “An undifferentiated, simplistic attribution that involves a judgment of habits, traits, abilities, or 
expectations and is assigned as a characteristic to all members of a group regardless of individual variation and 
with no attention to the relation between the attributions and the social contexts in which they have arisen” 
(Weinstein & Mellen, 1997, p.175). 

Systemic racism: “Refers to social processes that tolerate, reproduce and perpetuate judgments about racial 
categories that produce racial inequality in access to life opportunities and treatment” (Galabuzi, 2006, p.253). 

Tokenism: “A dominant group sometimes promotes a few members of an oppressed group to high positions, and 
then uses them to claim there are no barriers preventing any member of that group from reaching a position with 
power and status. The people promoted are tokens, and the process is called tokenism. Tokens can also be used 
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as a buffer between the dominant and oppressed groups. It is harder for the oppressed group to name the 
oppression and make demands when members of their own groups are representing the dominant group” 
(Bishop, 1994, p.136). 

White: Refers to the racial identity as Caucasian, regardless of ancestry or ethnicity. While conventional 
definitions of being White can include being Latino as well, we exclude such a definition from this text. In our 
situation, being White means having the racial identity as Caucasian, without being Latino.  
 
Whiteness: Whiteness refers to the social construction of being White that coexists with privilege in all its forms, 
including being on the privileged end of history, including colonization, slavery, colonialism, and imperialism. It 
also includes being the beneficiaries of institutionalized and systemic racism, dominant discourses, internalized 
racism and individual acts of discrimination and micro-aggressions of racism in everyday life.  
 
White Privilege: “White privilege is the other side of racism. Unless we name it, we are in danger of wallowing in 
guilt or moral outrage with no idea of how to move beyond them. It is often easier to deplore racism and its 
effects than to take responsibility for the privileges some of us receive as a result of it...Once we understand how 
white privilege operates, we can begin addressing it on an individual and institutional basis.” (Paula Rothenberg) 
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