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Racial equity = situational fairness.  

• The inability to predict advantage/disadvantage by race 

• Both improving outcomes overall AND closing racial gaps in outcomes 

• It is actionable and measurable. Data is important.  

 

About Building a Backmap 

• What this tool does:  

o Provides a pathway for structural, race-informed, research-based analyses. 

o How can we take a piece of data and see if what we’re seeing is a racialized 

phenomenon? 

o Data and research are required to use this tool. 

• Value of this tool 

o Organizes discussions to unpack the backstories for disparities 

o Identifies possible intervention points (e.g. policy change) for change 

▪ Informs funding strategies by highlighting what are first-tier conditions and 

deeper root causes 

o Shows how systems are interrelated and what each can do to close gaps 

• What data do you need to tell a strong structural story?  

o Race-informed research. Your data needs to be disaggregated by race. If you don’t 

have data disaggregated by race, you won’t be able to dig into root causes.  

o Practitioner experience. What do people on the ground say? For the homelessness 

sector, what do people who work in direct service see? 

o Lived experience. What do people experiencing homelessness feel?  

• Two challenges:  

o It is possible to set compelling goals and still maintain (or worsen) racial gaps. We 

need to think intentionally about what strategies can be used to close gaps.  

o It’s also possible to see improvement across racial groups, but still have racial gaps 

widen.  

 

Tool: What’s Race Got to Do with It? Key Questions 

1. For data that show disparities across racial/ethnic groups, what are the likely causes of the 

disparities? 

2. Given the causes you’ve identified, what in turn causes them? 

3. Do we need to… 

a. Unbundle issues of diversity from equity? (Sometimes we need a greater diversity of 

program officers, services providers, and other measures of identity)  

b. Separate structural causes from individual causes? (Most of our data is structured in 

ways that measure individual behavior or conditions.) 



4. What does this discussion suggest for possible policy or practice interventions to reduce 

racial disparities?  

 

Building the Backmap 

• Start with data. What are the disparities by race or ethnicity on the issue that you are 

working on?  

• Begin the analysis. For data that show racial/ethnic disparities or disproportionality, what 

are the likely causes?  

• Repeat this question until it reveals factors that are not actionable.  

o Unpack larger categories to find smaller causes within that category.  

o You can color-code boxes to link them to different systems or make boxes 

larger/smaller to visually show impact on the disparities you’re analyzing. 

o What might look like an individual cause can almost always be linked back to 

structural or systemic causes.  

▪ E.g. “Parents aren’t taking the time to read with their kids” can be unpacked 

into: long work hours for parents, parent literacy, and cultural beliefs about 

what parents should do v. what schools should do.  

• When you’re done, you will not only have a map, but also a list of references and resources 

that link to each box. (Reminder that this tool is research-based!) 

• What does your backmap suggest for partnerships, funding strategies, and advocacy? 

 

Questions 

• Hoes this mapping approach account for proportionality of factors? Or if it doesn't, how do 

you use it and respond to questions about the relative size of each factor? 

o Depends on what the research says. There might be variables that have different 

emphasis in the map. You can use bigger boxes or circles to visually indicate 

proportionality of factors.  

• How do you manage this exercise if participants (either intentionally or inadvertently) reflect 

embedded racism in their responses to the prompt? 

o Use race-informed research to help drive the conversation away from bias and 

stereotypes. 

o Make sure the map is also reflective of practitioner experience by including experts. 

o Include folks with lived experience to make sure the back-map makes sense. 

• How could we expand the map that was started during the about SPARC data? 

o Education was not part of SPARC. My understanding is it wasn't because 

communities did not lift it up as a cause/interaction. But the data says otherwise. 

Interesting discussion about reconciling that conflict.  

o Privatization of healthcare is a root cause that’s worth examining.  

o I like how the Ed map grouped factors around points of intervention. In this case, 

clustering around criminal justice, economic barriers, etc. would make sense. 

▪ It’s important to pay attention to clusters as they are indicators of major 

factors and are a good site for interventions. 


