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Introduction:

Targeted universalism means setting universal goals for all members and groups within a
community followed by targeted processes to achieve those goals. The strategies developed to
achieve these universal goals are targeted based on how different groups are situated within
existing systems and structures.

Targeted universalism is not only a framework for advancing equity: it’s a model for good
governance. By setting universal goals that apply to everyone while implementing targeted
strategies that meet people where they are, targeted universalism ensures that policy and practice
are both inclusive and effective. It acknowledges that different groups experience barriers in
different ways, and rather than applying one-size-fits-all solutions, it encourages responsive
governance that adapts to community needs. This approach results in more just, efficient, and
sustainable outcomes, maximizing public impact while minimizing harm. For City employees and
leadership, targeted universalism offers a principled and practical path to building systems that
work for everyone, especially those historically left out while attempting to actualize our highest
aspirations for all, regardless of group membership.

Targeted Universalism was created by john a. powell at Berkeley’s Othering and Belonging
Institute, but many of the ideas it contains are not new. It builds on long-standing equity
frameworks and tools such as Results-Based Accountability, Universal Design, and Equity Impact
Assessments, which all emphasize the importance of setting shared goals while tailoring
approaches to meet the needs of specific groups.



A Tool for Every City Employee:

Although Targeted Universalism was first framed as a policy strategy, it isn’t just a tool for policy
analysts. Itis a five-step process that can guide any task from operations to customer service, to
budgeting, to frontline service, because all City programs, policies, and services have a
measurable outcome and are susceptible to disparities.

A community center front desk staffer who notices newcomers struggling with English-only
registration forms, by naming the shared goal of “easy sign-ups for every visitor,” can push for
multilingual packets and cash-pay options. These are targeted strategies that shorten wait times
for everyone.

A Water Bureau engineer, aiming for lead-free drinking water citywide, might prioritize pipe
replacements in older east-side blocks, removing the biggest barrier first while still holding the
universal safety standard.

A budget analyst can ask whether a funding proposal closes the widest equity gaps, and a Bureau
of Human Resources recruiter responsible for filling IT positions can advocate for paid internships
and pre-apprenticeship pathways for underrepresented communities so the workforce better
reflects Portland.

Targeted Universalism turns siloed initiatives into coordinated action, making it easier to partner on
solutions that move the whole City towards the same high standards.



Glossary of Key Terms:
The following terms appear in the primer and are defined below for easy reference:

Accommodation

A modification that allows an individual or group to access a program or service (ex. wheelchair
ramp, language interpreter, etc.)

American with Disabilities Act (ADA)

A 1990 federal law that prohibits disability discrimination and requires public entities to provide
equal access through reasonable accommodations and barrier removal

Baseline

The starting measurement of a condition (e.g., “60 % of staff are certified”)
Baselines tell you how far each population is from the universal goal
Community Engagement

A range of ways the City involves residents—from informing to co-leading decisions

Compliance (Civil Rights Law)

Meeting legal requirements such as Title VI, ADA, and/or language-access mandates
Disaggregated Data

Data broken down by race, ethnicity, gender, disability, income, etc.

Reveals which groups are closest to or farthest from the goal

Disparate Impact

A neutral-seeming policy that disproportionately harms a protected group
Identifying disparate impact is an important step in Targeted Universalism

Equality

Giving everyone the same resources or treatment

Differs from equity; equality can still leave gaps if groups start from unequal positions
Equity

Ensuring everyone gets what they need to thrive, recognizing different starting points

Targeted Universalism is an equity framework that pairs universal aspirations with targeted
supports



Systemically Excluded/Institutionally Oppressed

Populations that have faced systemic barriers due to race, disability, immigration status, etc.
Intersectionality

The overlapping impact of multiple identities (e.g., race and disability)

Results-Based Accountability

A data-driven framework that starts with the end result, identifies indicators, and works backward
to determine actions and partners needed to achieve those results

Targeted Strategy
A tailored action designed to help a specific group reach the universal goal
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964

Federal law prohibiting race, color, or national-origin discrimination in programs receiving federal
funds

Universal Goal

A single, high standard the City wants everyone to reach (ex. 100 % safe drinking water). This
provides the common destination that unites targeted efforts

Universalism vs. Targeted Universalism
Universalism = same policy for all

Targeted Universalism = shared goal + tailored strategies



Targeted Universalism in Everyday Life:

THE CURB-CNVT EFFECT

WHEN WE DESIGN ... WE MBKE THINGS
FoR- DISABILITIES BETTER. FOR. ENERYONE

sketchplanations

Many everyday examples of equity in practice reflect Targeted Universalism.

Curb cuts in sidewalks, originally designed to support people using wheelchairs, also benefit
parents with strollers, travelers with rolling suitcases, and delivery workers.

Closed-captioning on TV and video, originally mandated for deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences,
also help language learners, travelers in noisy airports, and anyone multitasking.

Push-button automatic doors, designed so wheelchair users could enter buildings independently,
are equally useful for parents with strollers, travelers with luggage, and people carrying their
groceries inside. Similarly, voice-to-text and virtual assistances evolved from accessibility
technologies for people with limited mobility, but now power smartphones, home speakers, and
hands-free driving for the wider public.

These everyday examples show how targeted solutions lift barriers for the whole community. We
achieve better outcomes for everyone when we identify and remove specific barriers that prevent
some groups from reaching our shared goals.



Five Steps for Targeted Universalism

Targeted Universalism is distilled into five easy-to-follow steps, turning equity goals into a clear,
actionable, and repeatable process that can be applied to any policy, program, or service.

1. Establish a universal goal based upon a shared recognition of a societal problem and
collective aspirations.

2. Assess general population performance relative to the universal goal using quantitative and
qualitative data.

3. Identify groups and places that are performing differently with respect to the goal. Groups
should be disaggregated.

4. Assess and understand the structures that support or impede each group or community
from achieving the universal goal.

5. Develop and implement targeted strategies for each group to reach the universal goal.

Racial Equity Critical Questions:

The Office of Equity and Human Rights uses Racial Equity Critical Questions as a critical thinking
tool to evaluate burdens, benefits, and outcomes to underserved communities. These questions
prompt us to slow down, examine data, and engage historically marginalized and institutionally
oppressed communities in decision-making processes.

Racial Equity Critical Questions: Not a Linear Process

UNDERSTAND
CONTEXT
What is the City's
historical and present

EVALUATE relationship with nﬁgngﬁﬁPACTEllz)

impacted communities?

How are we doing? Who benefits from this
How do we know? action?
Who is harmed by this
action?

How can we eliminate
harm and reduce

disparities?




Connecting the Dots: Building from Existing Equity Tools

Targeted Universalism offers a framework that allows us to take the City’s Racial Equity Critical
Questions and apply them to a structured, outcomes-oriented process. Together they can be used
as a toolkit; Racial Equity Critical Questions ensure that we’re asking the right questions in our
work, and Targeted Universalism gives us a sequence and strategy to turn the answers into
concreate, measurable actions that, not only identify and strive to eliminate racial disparities, but
advance equity for everyone.

Targeted Universalism enhances the work we’ve been doing Citywide with Results Based
Accountability by adding an additional step: by checking whether all groups are better off, not just
the average, we are able to make sure all Portlanders reach their highest potential. Targeted
Universalism looks at the data we already collect, identifies which communities are still falling
short, then adds extra, tailored supports so everyone can reach a shared goal. It strengths and
completes the work we’re already doing.

1. Establish a universal goal based upon a shared recognition of a societal problem and
collective aspirations.

Understand Context in order to establish a universal goal based upon a shared recognition of a
societal problem and collective aspirations

e What does the community identify as a social, political, economic, or environmental
problem or need?

e What does the community want and need?

e How do we know this?

City Core Value(s): Collaboration, Communication

2. Assess general population performance relative to the universal goal

Understand context in order to assess general population performance relative to the universal
goal

¢ Who benefits from existing policies and practices?
¢ Who is harmed by existing policies and practices?

City Core Value(s): Equity

3. ldentify groups and places that are performing differently with respect to the goal.
Groups should be disaggregated.

4. Assess and understand the structures that support orimpede each group or community
from achieving the universal goal.




Engage those most impacted in order to assess and understand the structures that support or
impede each group or community from achieving the universal goal

e Whatis the City’s historical and present relationship with the communities we serve?
e Whatdisparities are currently presentin relation to the universal goal?
¢ How do different groups define success in relation to the universal goal?

City Core Value(s): Equity, Transparency

5. Develop and implement targeted strategies for each group to reach the universal goal.

Implement Change by developing targeted strategies for each group to reach the universal goal

e How can we eliminate harm and reduce disparities moving us towards the universal
goal?

Evaluate

e How are we doing?
e How do we know?

City Core Value(s): Anti-racism, Equity, Transparency

City Core Values:

Anti-racism | Equity | Transparency | Communication | Collaboration | Fiscal Responsibility

Targeted Universalism turns Portland’s core values into day-to-day practice. By pairing one high,
shared outcome with strategies tailored to those furthest from it, Targeted Universalism
operationalizes anti-racism and equity, replacing one-size-fits-all policies with remedies that
dismantle structural barriers. The framework demands transparency and clear communication
because every step, from setting goals to reporting progress, leading to greater accountability.
Because goals and strategies are meant to be co-created with the communities most impacted,
Targeted Universalism embodies the City’s commitment to collaboration. Finally, by directing
resources where gaps are greatest, Targeted Universalism advances fiscal responsibility because
inequity is costly. Targeted Universalism is not an add-on to the City’s core values: it is a practical
blueprint for implementing them.



Targeted Universalism: A Step-by-Step Application

The Parks maintenance example below, including the data points and action steps, is a teaching
tool, and not a record of an actual Parks program or goal. It is meant to illustrate what Targeted
Universalism looks like in practice.

1. Universal Goal:

100% of Parks Grounds Maintenance Staff are certified/licensed Pesticide Consultants
This step establishes a single, high standard that applies to everyone.

2. Currentrate:
60% are licensed.
This baseline number reveals how far Parks is from achieving the Universal Goal.
3. Performance of population segments relative to the universal goal:
Although 60% of staff are certified, only 25% of Latinx staff are licensed.

The disaggregated data reveals group-specific gaps and prevents the “average” from hiding
inequities and signals who needs extra support to reach the Universal Goal.

4. Analyze how systems and structures impede progress toward the universal goal:
Study materials are available in Spanish, but tests are only in English.

Pinpointing root causes (language access, culturally specific supports, etc.) keeps the solution
focused on structural barriers instead of blaming individuals.

5. Implement targeted strategies so each group can achieve the universal goal
Advocate for systems change to have State agencies offer all materials and tests in Spanish
Advocate for materials to be in plain language.

Targeted supports remove the identified barriers for the group furthest from the goal while keeping
the 100 % universal outcome in sight.

This example illustrates the core principles of targeted universalism by identifying a shared
universal goal (100% licensure of Parks Grounds Maintenance Staff as Pesticide Consultants)
while also recognizing that not all staff have equal access to achieving this outcome. By
disaggregating data, we see evidence of a disparity: while 60% of staff are licensed, only 25% of
Latinx staff hold certifications. Rather than applying a one-size-fits-all solution, targeted
universalism prompts an examination of structural barriers, such as the language mismatch
between study materials and testing formats. In response, the approach calls for targeted
strategies, like advocating for Spanish-language testing and plain language materials, that address
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the specific needs of Latinx staff while moving everyone toward the same universal goal. This
ensures that equity efforts are systemic, data-informed, and inclusive, embodying good
governance through equity and accountability.

The targeted interventions identified, offering tests in Spanish and ensuring all materials are written
in plain language, can benefit multiple groups, not just Latinx staff. For example, staff who are
English Language Learners from other backgrounds or those with lower literacy levels may also
struggle with complex or inaccessible materials. Simplifying language and expanding language
access helps create a more inclusive learning environment, supporting a broader range of
employees in achieving licensure. This approach not only promotes equity for the most impacted
group but also improves the system for everyone, demonstrating how targeted strategies can drive
universal outcomes.
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Case Study: Vision Zero and the City of Portland:

Vision Zero, the goal to eliminate traffic deaths and serious injuries, originated in Sweden in 1997
and made landfallin the U.S. in New York City in 2014. The City committed to this vision in 2016
stating that: “Traffic deaths and serious injuries are preventable. We have the tools to reverse
the trend of rising traffic violence. The Portland Bureau of Transportation is committed to using
every tool we have to slow speeds, save lives, and build a culture of shared responsibility.

1. Establish a Universal Goal
In 2015 the City adopted Vision Zero, committing to zero traffic deaths and serious injuries city-
wide.

2. Assess Overall Population Performance
Crash data showed Portland averaging ~50 traffic deaths and 200+ serious injuries each year—far
from the universal goal.

3. Identify Performance Gaps Between Population Segments and the Universal Goal
Disaggregated data revealed that just 8% of Portland streets accounted for the majority of fatal and
serious crashes, and that East Portland bore a disproportionate share:

¢ Roughly 25% of the city’s population but over 60% of pedestrian deaths.

o Residents were more likely to be low-income earners, immigrants, refugees, and people of
color.

4. Analyze the Determinants and Structural Barriers

East Portland’s arterial roads had higher speeds, fewer streetlights, long gaps between safe
crossings, and lower sidewalk coverage which were all remnants of a historical legacy of under-
investment in that part of the city.

5. Implement Targeted Strategies to Achieve the Universal Goal (and Monitor Progress)
Portland Bureau of Transportation and partners implemented safety fixes that were focused on
East Portland, while still pursuing the city-wide Vision Zero outcome:

e Speed reductions to 30 mph (and now 20 mph on select corridors).

o Rapid-flash beacons, ADA curb-ramp upgrades, and over 30 hew or improved crossings.

e High-visibility lighting, protected bike lanes, and median refuges funded by Fixing Our
Streets and East Portland in Motion.

e A community-led outreach campaign in multiple languages plus injury-data dashboards
updated annually.
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https://www.portland.gov/transportation/vision-zero?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery

Early Results showed that the targeted solutions were working.

e Pedestrian deaths city-wide declined 18% two years after the first East-Portland HCN
projects were completed.

e 70% of surveyed households within a quarter mile of new crossings reported feeling “much

safer” walking to transit or school.

This is a clear example of Targeted Universalism in practice: the entire city moves toward zero
deaths, while East-Portland residents receive the focused investments required to reach that same

outcome.
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Case Study: Seattle Food Waste

Seattle has a very strong recycling and composting system. The City of Seattle provides public
resources such as physical fliers and online search tools to educate city residents and businesses
on the changing rules around and regulations around plastic bags, Styrofoam, takeout containers,
etc. Seattle Public Utilities can fine businesses that are not in compliance with City recycling and
composting regulations. Historically, these fines disproportionately impact business owners of
color who face language and cultural barriers.

The City partnered with ECOSS (Environmental Coalition of South Seattle), a nonprofit that works at
the intersection of environmental sustainability and racial equity. They are nationally recognized for
using Targeted Universalism to make environmental programs like stormwater education, energy
efficiency, and green infrastructure accessible to immigrant, refugee, and underserved
communities in the Puget Sound region. They utilized Targeted Universalism to promote equitable
outreach and solutions to waste management city-wide.

Universal Goal:
80% of all businesses complying with solid waste regulations
Current rate:

Previously unmeasured

Performance of population segments relative to the universal goal:

The operational needs of restaurants can vary depending on their format — for example, a takeout
restaurant will face different challenges than a full-service, sit-down restaurant. Similarly, a
Mexican-owned business may have different priorities and questions than a Viethamese-owned
one. How can additional data and research help determine what targeted strategies will be most
effective?

Analyze how systems and structures impede progress toward the universal goal:

David Han, who manages this project from Seattle Public Utilities was tasked with learning about
how to improve compliance among Korean food-service businesses. Through outreach to 20
Korean-owned restaurants, David learned their lack of compliance was a simple difference in how
compost was defined in Seattle versus their home country.

Food waste is handled in its own cycle in South Korea. Due to a language barrier, David’s sample of
Korean restaurants conflated compost with food waste. It thus didn’t make sense for Korean
business owners to go through the additional mental and logistic effort to implement composting.
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David quickly picked up on this cultural difference and helped these businesses learn how other
waste such as wooden chopsticks, used napkins and more could be redirected to composting,
saving businesses money in the process.

This is one example of how we can mitigate inequitable structures and systems to increase
compliance in a specific community.

Implement targeted strategies so each group can achieve the universal goal:

Through targeted engagement like what ECOSS accomplished, each segment can reach 80%
compliance with education and solutions that are relevant to each community. By the time each
segment reaches 80% recycling and composting compliance, there will be universal compliance of
80% or more —a win for the City that doesn’t come at the expense of underserved communities.

This is one example of how Targeted Universalism positively impacts the lived experiences of all
members of a community. Systemically excluded and institutionally oppressed receive better
access to tools and information that was previously inaccessible, reducing the number of fines
they might incur for non-compliance, City agencies see better program participation and
outcomes, and everyone benefits from improved environmental quality and climate resilience.

15



Targeted Universalism and Equity:

Equality

This image illustrates the difference between equality and equity and helps to explain the core
principles of Targeted Universalism and its role in good governance.

In the first image, everyone is given the same type of bicycle, regardless of their age, size, or ability.
While this approach treats everyone the same, it fails to account for individual need. If the outcome
is for everyone to be able to safely ride a bike, only some people are able to ride the bike provided.
This reflects a universal goal without targeted support which leaves many behind.

In contrast, the second image shows individuals receiving bikes tailored to their needs: a
handcycle for someone in a wheelchair; a child-sized bike; a tandem bike for additional support.
This is the essence of targeted universalism and good governance: setting a shared universal goal
and providing targeted strategies so that each person can reach that goal. This reduces waste and
increases efficiency. This model demonstrates good governance because it emphasizes
responsiveness to community needs, accessibly in policy and service delivery, and a commitment
to systemic change so that our City works for everyone, not just the majority.

Targeted Universalism does not advocate a one-size-fits-all approach. The “universal” in targeted
universalism does not refer to the implementation strategy or application, but to the scope of the
goal. Equity is baked into the fabric of the Targeted Universalism framework at every step of the
assessment, implementation, and evaluation process.

16



Targeted Universalism and Community Engagement:

The establishment of universal goals and targeted strategies requires robust and meaningful
collaboration with community members and groups. This collaboration must move beyond inviting
community members who are historically marginalized and institutionally oppressed to participate
in the process, but to shape and influence the process through decision-making power.

Targeted universalism requires the City to co-create solutions with the people furthest from a
universal goal—this is the heart of good governance. When frontline staff, community partners, and
impacted communities help define barriers and design tailored strategies, programs fit real needs,
are rolled-out with greater public trust, and waste fewer dollars on fixes that miss the mark.
Partnering with community on Targeted Universalism processes doesn’t slow government down; it
produces better policy, stronger compliance, and durable outcomes that benefit all Portlander.

Targeted Universalism and Data Justice:

Targeted Universalism helps us gather data in a more equitable and wholistic manner. The
assessment process in steps 2, 3, and 4 requires us to: collect disaggregated data to reveal
disparities; share data transparently with the communities most impacted; invite those
communities to interpret the findings and shape the solutions. By disaggregating data and
centering community input, we can help ensure our data collection and interpretation practices
are not reproducing harm. This means our targeted solutions will be informed by community choice
and with respect to community autonomy. This creates a feedback loop in which data guides
action, community voice guides data, and both work together to produce more equitable outcomes
for all Portlanders.

17



Targeted Universalism and Intersectionality:

RACISM

ISLAMOPHORBIA

CIng T

COLONIALISM

XENOPHOBIA

WHITE

MATIOMALISM

DMOPHOBIA

TRANSPHOBIA

ANTISEMITISM

AGEISM

The City of Portland leads with racial and disability equity while also working to improve outcomes
for all Portlanders, particularly systemically excluded and institutionally oppressed communities.
The Office of Equity and Human Rights applies an intersectional framework to understanding
identity and equity. Addressing race and disability explicitly does not mean addressing them
exclusively.

Targeted universalism recognizes that people aren’t just one thing: race, disability, language,
gender, class, etc. overlap to shape unequal access and outcomes. Rather than treating
communities as a monolith, targeted universalism asks us to examine how systems impact people
differently based on these intersecting factors. Identity is complicated, and Targeted Universalism
provides a framework for designing strategies that match that complexity. It creates space for
nuanced, data-informed strategies that respond to the complexity of people’s lived experiences. By
focusing on specific group needs within the pursuit of shared goals, targeted universalism ensures
that equity efforts don’t just address one axis of inequality, but the full spectrum of barriers that
shape outcomes. By surfacing who is furthest from a shared goal and tailoring support, Targeted
Universalism ensures that every Portland, across all their intersecting identities, can reach it.
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Targeted Universalism and Compliance with Civil Rights Law:

Targeted Universalism gives the City a proactive way to meet and exceed its civil-rights obligations.
Federal laws such as Title VI, the ADA, and language access mandates all require agencies to
identify and remove policies that create disparate impacts for protected groups. That expectation
is a critical component of the Targeted Universalism framework— it begins with disaggregated data
to reveal inequitable outcomes, diagnoses the structural barriers that cause them, and then
designs targeted strategies so every group can reach the same high standard. Instead of
retroactively making sure programs, policies, and services are compliant with civil rights law,
Targeted Universalism operationalizes civil rights law.

Title VI

o Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibits policies with disparate impact based on race,
color, or national origin. Targeted Universalism’s requirement to disaggregate data and
remove structural barriers is a proactive way to reveal and reduce disparate impacts before
they trigger complaints or litigation.

ADA

e The Americans with Disabilities Act (and Section 504) mandate “reasonable modifications”
so people with disabilities can access programs and services. Targeted strategies
operationalize those modifications targeted strategies (e.g., alternative formats, physical
access) operationalize those modifications while still aiming for universal participation.

Targeted Universalism makes the City’s advances in equity more durable. Research shows that
single-group remedies are less popular, less durable, and more vulnerable to court challenges.
Targeted universalism meets legal requirements while advancing the City’s core values of equity,
anti-racism, and transparency.
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Myths and Frequently Asked Questions:

“Why adopt Targeted Universalism now? In what ways does it provide a new approach to
equity?”

Targeted Universalism isn’t a new program, but a synthesis of the City’s best equity tools and
practices: disaggregated data; community engagement; civil rights compliance programs; racial
equity critical questions. Targeted Universalism says that the City is committed to ensuring all
Portlanders reach the same high standards and we’ll remove the biggest barriers first. This shared
destination diffuses the “zero-sum” fear that equity work only benefits one group at the expense of
another. In a climate when equity initiatives are under great scrutiny and vulnerable to attack,
Targeted Universalism has two strengths: it sets universal goals that resonate with the whole public
and, it uses data-driven, legally sound strategies that show how targeted supports lift all boats.

“What is the difference between Targeted Universalism and Universal Policies?”

A universal policy assumes everyone begins from the same place and gives everyone the same
resource. Targeted Universalism recognizes groups start from different places because of historic
and structural inequities. Universal policies can unintentionally widen gaps by ignoring unequal
starting points. Targeted Universalism closes gaps by matching resources to need.

“Won’t targeted strategies cost more?”

Addressing inequities early prevents the higher downstream costs of scrambling to fix a problem,
litigation, or program or policy failure.

“Doesn’t Targeted Universalism slow things down?”

Gathering community input and data upfront saves time later by reducing rework, preventing harm,
and increasing public trust—all of which are barriers to government efficiency and effectiveness.

“We can’t start because we don’t have perfect disaggregated data.”

Begin with the best data available, fill gaps with community knowledge, act, then refine as better
data becomes available. Targeted Universalism is an iterative process.

“Targeted Universalism favors some people and short-changes everyone else.”

Targeted Universalism lifts everyone to the same high outcome. Targeted support removes barriers
for groups furthest behind, which in turn improves systems for all users (ex. curb cuts, closed-
captioning, etc.).
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Resources for Further Learning:
e Targeted Universalism Policy & Practice by john a. powell, Stephen Menendian, Wendy Ake
e Designing Systems for Belonging: Targeted Universalism by Othering and Belonging
Institute (Video)
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https://belonging.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/2022-12/Targeted%20Universalism%20Primer.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EI5o4vo3t0E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EI5o4vo3t0E
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