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Does Your City Have Reputational Equity?

Abstract

Cities increasingly will have to demonstrate a strong commitment to reputational 
equity to remain attractive places to live, work, play, and do business given the racially 
and ethnically disparate impacts of Covid-19 pandemic and recent senseless killings 
of unarmed African Americans that spawned a nationwide protest movement. We 
leverage evidence-based best practices of inclusive and equitable development 
from the research literature to devise a reputational equity checklist—a portfolio 
of strategies, policies, tactics, procedures and practices cities will need to embrace 
to dismantle all forms of “Isms” and “Phobias” that are principally responsible for 
the major divisions that exist in American society today.  

Introduction 
“It takes many good deeds to build a good reputation and only one bad one to lose it.” 

-Benjamin Franklin 

Recent senseless killings of unarmed African Americans, illustrated most vividly in 
the videotaped murder of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer, and the 
disparate impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on people and communities of color cast 
new light and attention on America’s systemic racism problem.  These and other 
seminal events, including the resurgence of white nationalism and populism in 
small-, medium- and large-sized U.S. communities (Wilson, 2020; Water, 2019; Clark, 
2020; Johnson & Urquhart, 2020), have triggered calls for greater reputational equity 
in all sectors of society -- private businesses, nonprofit organizations, philanthropy, 
and education institutions, as well as local, state and federal government (Maxwell, 
2020; National Equity Project, 2020; Savage, 2020; Garza, Collins & Kramer, 2020; 
Mariutti & Giraldi, 2020; Svara, Watt, & Takai, n.d.).

What is reputational equity?  A demonstrated commitment to dismantling all forms 
of “Isms” and “Phobias” that manifest at multiple levels in society (Figure 1; also see 
Clark, Gootman, Bouchet & Mooneagn, 2020; Dastgerdi & De Luca, 2019; DuPuls, 
Stahl, & Rainwater, 2017; Adetiba, 2017; Millares, 2017; Jammal, 2017; Sampson, 
2014). Cities striving to achieve reputational equity embrace the social determinants 
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of health at the individual or group level and the triple bottom line principles of 
sustainability at the organizational and community levels to ensure future viability, 
cohesiveness, resiliency, and prosperity.

The social determinants of health are a measure of the health of an individual or 
a community based on linkages to longstanding policies and practices that shape 
everything from access to nutritious food and safe affordable housing to rates of 
chronic illness and incarceration. (Figure 2 and Figure 3) Consequentially, some 
historical policies and practices have produced and perpetuated socioeconomic 
inequities within certain communities. These communities suffer from chronic 
underinvestment or investment that leads to displacement, food insecurity, 
employment challenges, access to needed services, environmental challenges, and a 
population with chronic credit challenges and limitations on access to credit. Simply, 
the social determinants are 

“…the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work, and age.  These circumstances 
are shaped by the distribution of money, power and resources at global, national and local 

levels.” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation County Health Rankings, 2020)

Figure 1

Research confirms a host of both legacy and present day policies, procedures, and 
practices that create advantage for some and disadvantage for others, leading to 
disparate health outcomes manifested most often and starkly along racial lines 
(National Academy of Sciences, 2017).
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Figure 2

Source: The Health Equity Institute

Figure 3
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In addition, low-wealth and communities of color, far too often, bear 
disproportionately the cost while majority communities are the primary 
beneficiaries of economic development efforts. Communities achieve triple bottom 
sustainability through conscious and intentional efforts to simultaneously minimize 
adverse impact on the natural environment and achieve social justice in economic 
development and job creation initiatives while striving, in the process, to generate 
equitable shareholder and stakeholder value (Figure 4; also see Krumholz & Hexter, 
2018; Miranda, 2020; Svara, Watt, & Takai n.d.; City for All Women Initiative, 2015; 
The Nature Conservancy and Center for Whole Communities, 2017; LEED for Cities 
and Communities, n.d.).   

Figure 4

Since both people and firms are consumers of place, will community level 
reputational equity influence where people choose to live and work in the future?  
If so, what factors should be on local jurisdictions’ reputational equity checklist to 
attract and retain talent?  That is, what should cities do to brand or rebrand 
themselves as equitable places to live, work, and play as well as launch and 
maintain diverse businesses? 

In this paper, we draw upon the extant literature on community level inclusive and 
equitable development to answer these questions.  The evidence we rely upon 
is multi-disciplinary, encompassing research conducted in the fields of business, 
geography, planning, public administration, public policy, and sociology.  We derive 
a reputational equity checklist from what we conceptualize as the major drivers of 
inclusive and equitable development in cities that are striving to reinvent or rebrand 
themselves as equitable places to live and do business. 
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Background and Context

Communities that have embraced inclusive and equitable development as a 
strategic priority typically have experienced newly found prosperity—demographic 
and economic growth that is distributed unevenly racially, socio-economically, 
or geographically (Willets, 2017). Some segments of the population—mainly 
low- but also some high- skilled and minority workers—have been left out of the 
employment boom (especially the “good” jobs that pay a family supporting wage).  
And, escalating housing costs have displaced some of the minority and older adult 
residents from downtown area neighborhoods who have been replaced by a well-
educated, predominantly white class of residents—a process popularly referred to 
as gentrification (De Marco and Hunt, 2018; Vaughan and Brosseau, 2018). 

In practical terms, inclusive and equitable development ensures that all marginalized 
and excluded groups are stakeholders in community economic develop processes. 
More pointedly, according to PolicyLink (Treuhaft & Rubin, n.d.), it

…unlocks the full potential of the local economy by dismantling barriers and expanding 
opportunities for low-income people and communities of color. Through accountable public 
action and investment, it grows quality jobs and increases entrepreneurship, ownership, and 

wealth. The result is a stronger, more competitive city. 

Inclusive and equitable development reportedly generates shared prosperity by 
improving the living standards of the less well off (Pacetti, 2016; Parilla, 2017; Pratt 
Center for Community Economic Development, 2016; Government Alliance on Race 
& Equity, 2015;  Baux, 2018). Successfully achieving this strategic priority depends in 
large measure on the jurisdiction’s ability to create the local conditions for equitable 
and inclusive development to materialize and flourish (Liu, 2016).

The Reputational Equity Checklist

We derive our reputational equity checklist from the evidenced-based best practices 
identified in the emergent research literature on cities that are actively engaged 
in inclusive and equitable development (Coffin, 2018; Government Alliance on 
Race and Equity, 2015; Delgado, 2014; Florida, 2017; Turner, et. al., 2013; Lohrentz, 
2016; Miranda, 2020; City for All Women Initiative, 2015; The Nature Conservancy 
and Center for Whole Communities, 2017; LEED for Cities and Communities, n.d.; 
Cooper, 2019; Coaffee & Rogers, 2008; Boller, 2016; Schwarzer, 2019; Green, et al., 
2019; Meerow, Pajouhesh, & Miller, 2019).  It includes, as Table 1 shows, shifts that 
city officials employed in strategy, policy, tactics, procedures, and practices in six 
domains: organizational culture and climate as well as core operating procedures;  
infrastructure development & redevelopment; business development and retention; 
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workforce development & retention; community stabilization; and investment and 
finance.  For our purposes here, we subsume the discussion of shifts in these six 
domains under what we views as the five key drivers of inclusive and equitable 
development in cities on the leading edge of this paradigm shift in city planning.

Table 1: Equity Concerns 

Intervention 
Domain Strategies, Policies, Tactics, Procedures & Practices

Organization Culture, 
Climate & Core 
Operating Principles

•	 Unlearning old ways of “thinking” and “doing”

•	 Entrepreneurial mindset

•	 Unwavering commitment to innovation 

•	 Collaborative Engagement of Key stakeholders 

•	 Disciplined Execution of Strategy 

•	 Promotes environmental and climate justice 

•	 Welcomes courageous conversations and courageous confrontations

•	 Engages in courageous listening  

•	 Equity Performance Indicators and Metrics

•	 Transparency in Reporting (Equity Scorecard) 

•	 Maintains commitment to equity in times of crisis

Infrastructure 
Development & 
Redevelopment

•	 Walkable, age-friendly

•	 YIMBY  Zoning 

•	 Legacy pollutant free public spaces 

•	 Brownfield Redevelopment 

•	 Green Space  

•	 Porous Paving & Complete street ordinances 

•	 Affordable housing preservations strategies

Business Development 
& Retention

•	 Worker cooperatives and employee owned businesses

•	 Commitment to supplier diversity in contracting & procurement 

•	 Recruits triple bottom line sustainable businesses

•	 Makers’ spaces strategically positioned throughout the jurisdiction 

•	 Accelerates capacity building and financial technical assistance for 
businesses 

Workforce 
Development & 
Retention

•	 Strives to expand the talent base by avoiding the “just like me 
syndrome”

•	 Eliminates barriers to employment 

•	 Local and target area hiring ordinances 

•	 Pays Living Wages

•	 Embraces flexibility 

•	 Empathy and Compassion
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Community 
Stabilization

•	 Just cause eviction policies

•	 Rent stabilization 

•	 Relocation protections 

•	 Right of return policies 

•	 Proactive code enforcement 

•	 Community Benefit Agreements 

Investment & Finance

•	 Public mitigation funding for small businesses impacted by infrastructure 
improvements

•	 Lost cost capital for business in commercial districts experiencing rapid 
change and potential displacement

•	 Financial assistance for renters displaced by development 

•	 Equitable Development Venture Fund(s) and new investments to support 
business, housing

•	 Innovation Financial Solutions 

Source: compiled by author

Key Driver #1:  Cities Build “Collective Ambition” to 
Execute on their Inclusive and Equitable Development 
Strategy. 

Cities that aspire to the inclusive and equitable development and shared 
prosperity paradigm make a concerted effort to build collective ambition within 
and across all city departments around their community mobilization strategies 
and implementation plans (Liu, 2016; McFarland, 2016; Morgan, 2016). A strategy 
embraced by some private sector companies to sustain value and generate profits 
during the Great Recession, collective ambition is defined as (Ready and Truelove, 
2011), 

A summary of how leaders and employees think about why they exist, what they hope to 
accomplish, how they will collaborate to achieve their ambition, and how their brand promise 

aligns with their core values.

In organizations that embrace collective ambition, “their employees collaborate to 
shape a collective ambition that supersedes individual goals and takes into account 
the key elements required to achieve and sustain excellence” (Ready and Truelove, 
2011). As Table 2 shows, there are seven elements of collective ambition, which, 
properly defined, “can help leaders to spot areas of misalignment and launch 
initiatives to address them” (Ready and Truelove, 2011).
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Table 2: Elements of Collective Ambition

Element Description 

Purpose Your organization’s reason for being—your core mission. 

Vision The position or status your organizations aspires to achieve within a 
reasonable timeframe.

Targets & milestones The metrics you use to assess progress 

Strategic & operational 
priorities The actions you do or do not take in pursuit of your vision 

Brand promise The commitments you make to stakeholders concerning the experience you 
will provide.

Core values Guiding principles that dictate what you stand for as an organization, in good 
times & bad. 

Leader behaviors 
How leaders act on a daily basis as they seek to implement the organization’s 
vision and strategic priorities, strive to fulfill the brand promise, and live up to 
the values. 

Adapted from Ready & Truelove (2011)

Collective ambition is about building engagement “as a means to an end . . . an 
opportunity to build or strengthen the organizational glue” (Ready and Truelove, 
2011).  It also is the mechanism through which organizations are afforded the 
opportunity “to launch enterprise-wide change initiatives [that] require disciplined 
execution,” which is the grease required to deliver on the organization’s purpose 
and vision. 

To build collective ambition, local officials in cities striving to achieve greater equity 
and inclusion had to unlearn old ways of “thinking” and “doing”; develop a glass 
is half full even when it is half empty entrepreneurial mindset;1 demonstrate an 
unwavering commitment to innovation; and engage in collaboration across city  
departments (Grant, 2014; Boller, 2016; LEED for Cities and Communities, n.d.; 
Cities for All Women Initiative, 2015; Svara, Watt, & Takai, n.d.).  In addition to these 
changes in organizational culture and climate as well as core operating principles 
of city government, they had to mobilize other key stakeholders in the community 
around the strategy, especially anchor employers. That is, in the words of Good to 
Great author Jim Collins (2001), they had to make sure that all of the city’s  diverse 

1 This is not about starting a business.  Rather, it is a demonstrated ability and willingness to deal with ambiguity, take incalculable risks, 
and manifest tenacity and decisiveness in responding sensitively, nimbly, and quickly to unanticipated crises and opportunities that arise 
(Johnson and Bonds, 2020b).
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stakeholders were on the proverbial bus, in the right seat, headed in the right 
direction with the inclusive and equitable community development roadmap (Pratt 
Center for Community Economic Development, 2016).   

Key Driver #2: The City Leads as an Engine of 
Opportunity.

Cities that strive to succeed at inclusive and equitable development: 

•	 lead by example as a model employer in the local and regional economy; 

•	 enact policies, procedures and practices that promote equity, inclusion, and 
shared prosperity; 

•	 dismantle barriers to economic participation; and 

•	 expand services that support both workers and job seekers.  

Cities that do these things well have created their own inclusive and equitable 
development tool kits (Baux, 2018; Coffin, 2018; Delgado, 2014; Florida, 2017; 
Government Alliance on Race & Equity, 2015; Liu, 2016; McFarland, 2016; Morgan, 
2016; Parill, 2017). 

The kits typically include economic inclusion tools that create jobs by leveraging the 
economic power of anchor institutions and new infrastructure investments; growing 
“high opportunity” industry sectors; and repairing existing infrastructure. The kits 
also typically include a set of inclusive and equitable workforce development 
tools specifically designed to ensure local residents benefit from employment 
opportunities generated through local economic and infrastructure development/
redevelopment projects. This is achieved through various policy levers, including 
local hiring ordinances, community workforce agreements, project-based labor 
agreements, target area hiring policies, and community benefit agreements, which 
stipulate that local talent must fill a specified percentage of the jobs on economic 
development projects. 

Further, cities striving to be more equitable and inclusive enact a range of 
community stabilization policies to minimize the adverse effects of skyrocketing 
housing costs (e.g., rent stabilization policies, affordable housing preservation 
strategies, and just cause evictions polices). They also enact commercial stabilization 
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policies to minimize the adverse of effects of infrastructure improvement projects 
and skyrocketing rents on diverse businesses (e.g., public mitigation funding for 
small businesses). 

 In addition, they work closely with local education institutions to implement 
“hard” and “soft” skills training programs that align with growth sectors of the 
local economy. To promote greater equity in job access and retention, they enact 
recruitment and hiring policies (e.g., ban the box), education programs (e.g., financial 
literacy and credit counseling), and personnel policies and procedures (e.g., flextime 
and family leave) that address known barriers to both securing and maintaining 
employment for local citizens (Delgado, 2014). 

Key Driver #3: The City Creates a More Inclusive 
Entrepreneurial/Business Ecosystem.

Cities that embrace the inclusive/equitable development and shared prosperity 
paradigm typically also recognize the need to make their entrepreneurial/business 
ecosystems more inclusive (McKoy and Johnson, 2018; Mason & Brown, 2014). 
At present, most efforts to improve the success of minority entrepreneurship/
small business development in cities, whether publicly- or privately-initiated, 
focus on the individual as the primary target for intervention(s).  This results in 
an abundance of technical assistance programs to “right” or “fix” the individual 
minority entrepreneur of whatever ails him or her.  Less attention is devoted to 
understanding the deficiencies in the overall business or entrepreneurial ecosystem 
that might suppress the potential success of minorities in business, in ways different 
from white entrepreneurs.  This is a seriously flawed practice, as it always puts the 
burden on the individual or the group, and never on the overall ecosystem (McKoy 
and Johnson, 2018). 

Cities that strive to be more inclusive and equitable rectify this problem by 
establishing a contracting equity program (Lohrentz, 2016). Table 3 highlights the 
core elements of such a program. Typically, they engage a best-in-class supplier 
diversity management solutions provider, such as SupplierGateway,2  ConnXUS,3  
and WEConnect International,4 to execute their contracting equity program 
(Johnson, 2019; Robinson 2017; Brichi, 2004; Clarke, 2016; Edelman & Azemati, 
2017; Fairchild & Rose, 2018; Fulkerson, 2016; Lui, 2017; Webb, 2015, 2016). 
These turnkey, technology-enabled platforms facilitate the process of identifying, 
certifying, and prequalifying diverse vendors or suppliers; they, additionally, offer 

2 https://www.suppliergateway.com/

3 https://connxus.com/

4 https://weconnectinternational.org/
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virtual education, training, and technical assistance that is robust enough to serve 
an inclusive “pipeline” of potential vendors, including aspiring entrepreneurs and 
start-ups; certified DBE/SBEs; disenchanted DBEs/SBEs;5  encore entrepreneurs;6  
and boomer businesses contemplating retirement.7 Some notably have built in 
algorithms that track diversity spend and estimate both economic impact and 
return on investment in supplier diversity programs. 

Table 3: Characteristics of Contracting Equity Programs 

Embraces multi-jurisdictional certification 

Creates clarity & collaboration on goal setting 

Commits to subcontractors at bid time 

Monitors contracts to the end 

Institutes extra prompt payment to subcontractors 

Establishes clearly defined repercussions for non-compliance 

Engages in capacity building 

Assists city departments with solicitation requirements & program participation 

Redefines master contracts 

Proactively helps with teaming of contractors and subcontractors processes and procedures

Source: Lohrentz 2016

5 These are firms that were certified by the city or some other jurisdiction as historically underutilized businesses  but for various 
reasons elected not to continue participation in the supplier diversity program when it was time to recertify as a diverse supplier.

6 The nation is on the cusp of a major retirement crisis among its age 55+ workers, especially those who fill blue- and pink-collar 
positions (Durden, 2018).  These workers will be retiring in ever-increasing numbers over the next decade or so. Research and anecdotal 
evidence suggest that, for various reasons including for some a historical legacy of discrimination in education, housing, and employment, 
many of these individuals will need to continue to work in some capacity to survive following their retirement. This population is starting 
businesses at a faster rate than the twenty-somethings, and the five-year survival rate of their businesses is higher than for any other 
group of entrepreneurs (see http://www.startupsafter50.com/; Hu, 2018; Guidant Financial, 2018; Miller, Madland, & Weller, 2015).

7 Baby Boomers own an estimated 2.3 million U.S. businesses (Lingane, 2015). These firms employ over 24 million individuals and 
generate annual sales of more than $5 trillion. As this population of business owners’ age out of the desire or ability to run their firms, 
they will encounter major obstacles if they attempt to sell their businesses.  Research shows that about 60% of these business engage in 
some type of “sale” process, but only 20% of all the businesses listed for sale ever sell (O’Donnell, 2015).
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Key Driver #4: The City Establishes an Equitable 
Development Venture Fund.

Difficulty accessing capital to launch, maintain, and grow their businesses is a major 
hurdle for most minority and other traditionally under-represented entrepreneurs 
and business owners. To address this problem and other manifestations of inequity, 
cities aspiring to be more inclusive and equitable have leveraged financial support 
from strategic partnerships forged with majority- and minority-owned banks, credit 
unions, Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs), revolving loan funds, 
Community Development Corporations (CDCs), fund managers, family offices, and 
philanthropic organizations to create  investment funds that measure impact. 
Such funds have been established in St. Louis, Baltimore, Chicago, Atlanta, New 
Orleans, Washington, DC, and San Francisco (Table 4).  The funds make investments 
in businesses and organizations, with the intention of generating a measurable, 
beneficial social or environmental impact alongside a financial return (Stammers, 
2016; Gilbert, 2017; Global Impact Investing Network, 2019; Rockefeller Philanthropy 
Advisors, 2017; Pandit and Tamhane, 2018; Azevedo, 2018). 

Funds to support innovative affordable housing have emerged that encompass the 
P3 (Public-Private-Philanthropic) partnerships, whereby funds are leveraged and 
procedures are streamlined to foster upward mobility and vibrant communities. As 
many cities tackle the deficit of affordable housing and workforce housing units and 
populations cost-burdened with housing costs, private investment funds combined 
with publicly financed housing bonds are addressing the affordability gap for 
moderate-, low-, and extremely low-income households. The Harvard Joint Center 
for Housing Studies found 38.9 million households are cost-burdened, meaning the 
households pay more than 30 percent of their income on housing (Joint Center for 
Housing Studies, Harvard, 2019) Examples of innovative housing funds have raised 
more than $3 billion in cities across the country (Table 5).
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Table 4: Impact Investment Innovations 

Name of Fund 

Invest STL 

Reinvestment Baltimore Democratizing Development 

NFG Chicago Community Loan Fund 

Invest Atlanta 

Invest Detroit

Propeller Fund—New Orleans

Inclusive Innovations Incubator, Washington, DC  

Bay Area Investing 

Southern Impact Investing Alliance 

Source: Authors

Table 5: Impact Investment Innovations 

Name of Initiative

The New Generation Fund, Los Angeles

Rose Affordable Housing Preservation Fund, Boston; Chicago, Seattle; Washington, DC; Connecticut

The Community Development Trust, National focus

Source: Authors 

Key Driver #5: Inclusive and Equitable Cities Create 
Sustainability Scorecards. 

Cities that strive to promote inclusive/equitable development and shared prosperity 
create a set of performance metrics—a sustainability scorecard--to ensure that 
community economic development policies, procedures, and practices pass the 
triple bottom line principles of sustainability litmus test (Mathew, 2017; also, see 
Figure 1). Some cities hire an outside consultant—an equity and inclusion analyst-
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-to work with key stakeholders in the community to develop their City-specific 
sustainability scorecard (Charles, 2019).  To guide the development of performance 
metrics, cities and/or their consultant often use the Arcadis Sustainability Index 2016, 
which explores the performance of 100 cities on the three pillars of sustainability 
(people, planet, and profits) (Delgado, 2014; Government Alliance on Race & Equity, 
2015; Baux, 2018; Pratt Center for Community Economic Development, 2016).8   
Typically, in addition to developing the sustainability scorecard, the equity and 
inclusion analyst monitors and evaluates the performance of the City’s inclusive 
supply chain management system and other equitable community economic 
development activities. 

Conclusion 

We live in a nation—and a world--where the population is increasingly more diverse, 
where there is a growing backlash against demographic diversity, where the gap 
between the haves and the have-nots continues to widen, and where Covid-19 is 
likely to transform the world of work and where people choose to live in the future 
(Hart, 2020; Johnson, 2020). Cities that demonstrate strong reputational equity and 
back It up with performance indicators and metrics that align with the items in the 
checklist in Table 1 will likely be the most attractive places to live and do business 
in the future. The ultimate test, of course, will be whether cities maintain their 
commitment to the core principles of inclusive and equitable development when 
confronted with future crises that we are most certainly likely to face. Reputational 
equity means maintaining the commitment notwithstanding the enormous volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity that constitute to the new normal in today’s 
globally interdependent world (Johnson and Bonds, 2020).  

8 See https://www.arcadis.com/en/global/our-perspectives/sustainable-cities-index-2016/. The Arcadis sustainability index is more 
robust and has stronger and more reliable performance metrics than the one the City currently uses.
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