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EDITORS’ NOTE
Like tender shoots, progress is fragile. 

At the time of publication, we are weeks into a grue-
some, unprovoked Russian attack on Ukraine. More 
than 3.4 million people have fled Ukraine, and dire 
conditions in the country signal more civilian casualties 
ahead.1 Our hearts are with those in Ukraine who find 
themselves trapped in violent conflict, and with Russian 
protestors who risk their lives to stand up for justice.

Though we are horrified by the daily war atrocities com-
mitted by the Russian military, the conflict in Ukraine 
has exposed existential challenges that threaten both our 
planet and its people. We have seen, for example, that the 
rot of racism knows no boundaries. Black and Brown 
people fleeing Ukraine have faced discrimination at the 
border, as officials continue to favor white Ukranians over 
non-white escapees.2 We have also observed differences 
in how refugees displaced by war are treated by the in-
ternational community. Whereas white Ukranians have 
benefitted from an outpouring of sympathy from the 
global community, similar solidarity and support has not 
always been extended to refugees from the Global South.

The global community is also faced with twin cri-
ses of apocalyptic weight. The specter of nuclear war 
threatens not only our immediate sense of peace, but 
also the promise of progress, which flourishes best in 
times of peace. We also acknowledge that the politics 
of this moment have been complicated by the loom-
ing threat of climate change. A February 2022 U.N. 
report warned once again that the effects of climate 
change are outpacing our ability to adapt, pointing to 
more climate catastrophes in the years to come.3 We 
can only hope that the conflict with Russia, a leading 
supplier of fossil fuels and natural gas, will intensify 
efforts to move to renewable sources of energy. At 
the same time, without global cooperation, efforts to 
ebb the effects of climate change may be insufficient.

The high stakes presented by this moment in histo-
ry can, at times, feel crushing and insurmountable. 
However, we are reminded that on the other side of 
every challenge is an opportunity to refocus our col-
lective efforts on galvanizing the kind of transforma-
tional change we envision in the world.

With this context in mind, we thank the authors and 
editors who contributed to this edition of the Berkeley 
Public Policy Journal for courageously stepping into 
complex policy conversations. Their work and ded-
ication to the public good inspires us to believe that 
we can emerge from this moment with more resilience 
and love. Without further ado, we introduce the Spring 
2022 edition of the Berkeley Public Policy Journal.

This issue begins with an evaluation of a federal-level 
social housing sector proposal by Master of City Plan-
ning (MCP) candidate, Meg Heisler. Next, Master of 
Public Affairs (MPA) student Nousheen Wani explores 
how religious nationalism in India threatens both plu-
ralism and the democratic process in the country. Then, 
PhD candidates Sean Darling-Hammond and Jessie 
Harney investigate how perspective-broadening inter-
ventions might be implemented in public policy set-
tings. MPA candidate Daniella Flores Alvarez describes 
how online platforms destabilize the democratic pro-
cess and analyzes three possible interventions for phil-
anthropic foundations. Master of Public Policy (MPP) 
student Sage Lawrence then examines corporate con-
solidation’s role in diminishing economic activity in ru-
ral communities and compares proposals for addressing 
market concentration and rural wealth extraction. Jose 
Diaz Azcunaga, an MPP candidate, next explores how 
social media poses distinct and incremental harms to the 
Global South. Finally, BPPJ editors Jaemie Anne Abad, 
Katherine Cohn, and Shay Verger interview under-
graduate students Amarpreet Kaur and Mandip Bagri 
about founding UC Berkeley’s new student organiza-
tion, Diversity in Public Policy (DiPP).

Lastly, this publication is the final edition from us as 
editors in chief. We are thrilled to introduce you to 
the new BPPJ editors in chief, Emily Jacobson and 
Jamie Matos. We are confident that they will lead the 
journal to new heights in the next year. It has been a 
profound pleasure working alongside digital editor in 
chief Ethan Azad. We thank the authors and editors 
who make this publication possible and hope that you, 
our readers, are inspired by their work.

— Katherine Cohn and Laila Heid

BERKELEY PUBLIC POLICY JOURNAL
SPRING 2022
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A ROLE FOR 
PHILANTHROPY 
IN PROTECTING 
DEMOCRACY FROM 
ONLINE HARMS
by Daniella Flores Alvarez

A ROLE FOR PHILANTHROPY IN 
PROTECTING DEMOCRACY FROM 
ONLINE HARMS

DANIELLA FLORES ALVAREZ

Edited by: Aaron Tiedemann, Ethan Adelman-Sil, Emily Rae

The proliferation of misleading political content online is leading to the destabilization of free and 
fair elections in the United States. With the 2022 midterm cycle approaching, and the decennial 
redistricting process underway, this trend could have long-term consequences for the balance of 
political power if left unaddressed. Given the increased public support for social media platform 
regulation, the philanthropic sector has a window of opportunity to develop and advance solu-
tions in the near term while building the groundwork for sustainable policies in the future. After 
a thorough evaluation of the issue and the concerns of stakeholders, this report recommends an 
immediate strategy for building the technical capacity of nonprofit, civil society organizations that 
can monitor and respond to misleading election content in real time.

INTRODUCTION

Paid political advertising on the two biggest 
online platforms, Facebook and Google, has 
become a profitable breeding ground for 
targeted, coordinated networks seeking to 
manipulate the behavior of voters. In fact, 
recent evidence suggests that most false or 
misleading political ads originate from a sin-
gle source that amplifies the content using 
proven strategies for reaching virality on-
line.1 Further, much of the online content in 
so-called “troll farms” is racialized and inten-
tionally targeted to sow divisions in discrim-
inatory ways.2 There is growing concern 
that, as users consume false or manipulated 
information online, the already low trust in 
democratic institutions will be further erod-
ed. As the 2022 election cycle quickly ap-

proaches in the United States, maximizing 
the speed of action to mitigate the negative 
effects of misleading digital campaigns is the 
most pressing challenge ahead. Although 
there appears to be some political will and 
bipartisan agreement to address this chal-
lenge, this consensus has not been accompa-
nied by a sense of urgency or the expertise 
and/or resources needed to address the issue 
before the midterm elections.

Due to their unique and influential posi-
tion, philanthropic institutions can step 
in to fill these gaps and play an important 
role in the abatement of online election 
interference. Foundations transcend the 
private, public, and nonprofit sectors, and 
are well situated to elevate the strengths 
while bridging the deficits that prevent
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user-friendly virality and social engineer-
ing at the core, and they are conducive to 
easy dissemination of information regard-
less of the veracity of that content. As a 
result, the “scale” of information consump-
tion tips in favor of platforms as the pre-
ferred source for public content.

A growing body of evidence about the 
causes of proliferating misleading political 
content online undergirds this model. So-
cial scientists have studied these indepen-
dent components and have established their 
negative effects on democracy. In develop-
ing the Figure 1 framework, the existing 
literature on this topic has been combined 
to reveal the alarming scale of the problem 
across three core criteria that reveal how 
online platforms distort the way public 
information is disseminated in society: (1) 
Reach, (2) Trust, and (3) Virality.

REACHING CRITICAL MASS AU-
DIENCES: The number of users on the 
leading platforms has 
reached a level of con-
centration that gener-
ates a fertile environ-
ment for misleading 
content to achieve 
virality. According 
to the Pew Research 
Center, seven in 10 
Americans use social 
media with the major-
ity of this usage taking 
place on Facebook or 
Google social media 
properties, including 
YouTube and Insta-
gram.3 YouTube commands an audience 
of a whopping 81 percent (and growing) 
of all U.S. adults while Facebook retains 69 
percent of all U.S. adults.4 Simply put, as 

the majority of the population comes on-
line, there is a higher potential for collec-
tive, societal effects. In contrast, the poor 
development and dissemination of gov-
ernment-sanctioned election information 
websites, such as state-specific secretary 
of state or local government sites, likely 
create a void that third-party social media 
platforms are monetizing through pay to 
play election content. Poor attempts by the 
government to gain a social media follow-
ing have also exacerbated this divide, and 
citizens have begun to turn to nontradi-
tional media sources to make decisions on 
a variety of issues ranging from vaccines to 
voting. Conversely, some studies demon-
strate that an improvement in access to 
e-government information can correlate 
with a better relationship between the citi-
zens and public agencies, indicating a pos-
sible solution to the issue at hand.5

REDUCING TRUST IN GOVERN-
MENT: The erosion of trust in public 

institutions and gov-
ernment, coupled 
with low visibility of 
information produced 
by public agencies, 
increases the influ-
ence of advertisers on 
the platforms to shape 
public opinion. Only 
24 percent of Ameri-
cans say they trust the 
federal government to 
do what is right just 
about always or most 
of the time as of 2020.6 
Conversely, surveys 

show that there is high trust in the accu-
racy of Google’s search results relating to 
political content. Nearly 1/3 of paid ads for 
users seeking election information (such as 

collaboration among them. In this article, 
I aim to expand on this argument. First, 
I develop a framework through which to 
understand the immediacy of the online 
misinformation problem, and I identify 
the key levers that can interrupt the cycle 
of digital voter manipulation. Next, I ana-
lyze the various actors and stakeholders in-
volved in this issue to make the case for the 
unique role of philanthropy. Finally, I ap-
ply the framework to recommend a suite of 
solutions that philanthropic institutions can 
consider for advancing impactful strategies 
in the short term while laying the ground-
work for longer term change at the inter-
section of technology and government.

UNDERSTANDING THE 
PROLIFERATION OF MISLEADING 
POLITICAL CONTENT ONLINE

Although the misinformation problem ap-
pears unwieldy and expansive, there are 
several discernible factors at its root. Prin-
cipally, the flow of public information, 
ranging from public health to elections, has 

slipped from the controlled and cautious 
oversight of government agencies and into 
the hands of exploitative private actors on 
social media platforms. In any democratic 
society, freedom of expression allows cit-
izens to voice their views and opinions, 
while the government appropriately un-
dertakes the role of presenting factual in-
formation on neutral grounds. When these 
lines become blurred, the centralized au-
thority and governance systems that pre-
vent propaganda-based information eco-
systems, where truth is indistinguishable 
from fiction, may become ineffective.

To illustrate this issue, Figure 1 depicts a 
simplified model of the consumption of in-
formation as a “scale” that “balances” pub-
lic sources and online content. As shown 
in this framework, although government 
agencies host more accurate and trust-
worthy information about public services 
and processes, the substantial barriers to ac-
cessing this content decrease the likelihood 
of public engagement. In contrast, private 
online platforms have been designed with 
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“Where do I register to vote”) direct us-
ers to websites that try to extract personal 
information for marketing purposes.7 Past 
studies have also shown that as citizens en-
gage with e-government, their trust and 
confidence in government increases.8 Thus, 
the public reputation crisis is fomenting the 
conditions for independent private sources 
to monetize the dissemination of informa-
tion, further decreasing public trust in gov-
ernment. Ultimately, people are becoming 
more susceptible to online advertisements 
due to the growing distrust in government. 
Interrupting this cycle appears to be a key 
lever for stemming the problem.

INCREASING VIRALITY OF
FALSEHOODS: Given that social me-
dia platforms’ daily users command a lion’s 
share of the adult population in the Unit-
ed States, the advertisements placed on the 
platforms generate viral exposure effects 
that are conducive 
to manipulation. For 
example, last year, 
YouTube users were 
served misleading vid-
eos at a high frequency 
with videos support-
ing false election fraud 
claims after the 2020 
election accounting 
for 137 million views and 34 percent of all 
traffic to videos discussing “election fraud.”9 
Unfortunately, there is a lack of transparen-
cy due to platforms’ poor disclosure policies 
and the poor enforcement of those policies. 
Further, the monetary incentives for social 
media companies are thus at direct odds 
with the public interest in reducing mis-
leading content. Based on platforms’ public-
ly available data sets or “libraries,” ads with 
political content have generated between 
8.67 billion—33.8 billion impressions (views) 

accruing over $300 million USD in reve-
nue.10 Overall, it is evident that misleading 
online content drowns out accurate gov-
ernment information in sheer volume with 
profits to be gained and virtually no costs 
to be incurred. Clearly, a solution to this 
issue must address the exponential growth 
of such content by targeting the incentives 
that encourage its spread in the first place.

PHILANTHROPY’S ROLE IN DIGITAL 
GOVERNANCE

The scholarship on this problem has helped 
to establish that without intervention, on-
line misinformation will continue to spread 
while public trust will fall, making this 
slippery slope an urgent problem for U.S. 
democracy and its stakeholders. Should 
the government, corporations, and non-
profit organizations fail to respond, con-
tinued democratic functioning will be at 

risk most imminently 
in the 2022 midterm 
election. Philanthrop-
ic institutions are the 
crosscutting agents in 
this debate that hold 
the power to encour-
age short-term mit-
igation approaches 
while providing an 

on-ramp for long-term government inter-
vention. By supporting civil society advo-
cates with the resources to exert influence 
on governmental actors and the platforms 
themselves, foundations can implement 
immediate solutions that address this prob-
lem with a focus on the public interest.

Philanthropy is better situated than the gov-
ernment in this issue for several reasons. It 
is true that government regulation is often 
cited as the necessary solution. However, 

A Role for Philanthropy in Protecting Democracy from Online Harms

it is not entirely clear that this would be a 
viable approach to reduce the harms of on-
line political content in a timely approach 
or effective manner. Growing polarization 
and gridlock in Congress has sealed off leg-
islative solutions — not just on this but on 
many issues — causing 
government overre-
liance on temporary 
executive orders that 
lack permanence.11 
Jurisdictional opacity 
among key regulatory 
agencies, such as the 
Federal Communica-
tions Commission and 
Federal Trade Com-
mission, also reduce the likelihood of a uni-
fied government response. These structural 
deficits compound the public inaction on 
this issue, despite the mounting pressure to 
solve it.

Further, the government’s overall lack of 
dedicated capacity to deal with challeng-
es posed by an increasingly digitized so-
ciety has also been apparent in the past. 
Decades-long debates 
around net neutrality 
as well as rising in-
equality in internet 
access that has per-
petuated the “digital 
divide” are cautionary 
tales of the inertia in 
government around 
issues in the online 
domain. It also takes 
government agencies 
time to develop the administrative exper-
tise to efficiently implement and enforce 
solutions. This incremental bureaucratic 
process would prevent any level of miti-
gation to this problem from going quickly 

into effect ahead of the 2022 election cy-
cle. The government’s tendency to ignore 
a growing problem due to lack of expertise 
is thus compounding the barriers and costs 
to the regulation of social media platforms 
as the issue increases in complexity.

Finally, while it may 
be obvious why re-
lying on platforms to 
self-police is ill-ad-
vised, their role in pol-
icymaking may not 
be as apparent. It is 
no accident that social 
media platforms have 
been vocal advocates 

for new regulations. In fact, Facebook itself 
has publicly called for regulatory updates.12 
However, these companies often exert dis-
proportionate lobbying pressure on regula-
tors who guarantee the policies most favor-
able to their business models. For instance, it 
was reported that during the 2020 election 
cycle alone, Facebook, Google, and other 
tech giants spent over $122 million on lob-
bying efforts.13 At the forefront of the reg-

ulatory charge are the 
priorities that reflect 
business interests over 
public needs, which 
compromise the effec-
tiveness of any policy 
that is developed.

In contrast, philan-
thropic institutions 
are free of such con-
straints. Foundations 

are already critical supporters of nonprofit 
advocacy organizations, research experts, 
and academic institutions that can study the 
problem with more technical precision and 
develop practical approaches that inoculate 

The monetary incentives for 
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thus at direct odds with the 

public interest in reducing 

misleading content.

The government’s overall lack 

of dedicated capacity to deal 

with challenges posed by an 

increasingly digitized society 
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vulnerable populations against the harms 
of online manipulation. The nonprofit 
civil society groups typically supported by 
philanthropy also have a sharper under-
standing of the racial, gender, and other 
demographic disparities among historically 
marginalized populations that government 
regulators tend to eschew in their universal 
mandates and that private companies exploit 
in their pursuit of profitability. Ultimately, 
institutional philanthropy has the gravitas 
to coalesce its broad networks of nonprofit 
grantees to interrupt the cycle of misinfor-
mation by elevating the voices of underrep-
resented communities in the policy debate.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EFFECTIVE 
INTERVENTIONS

Due to the urgency of this issue, and the 
absence of viable agents for change, it is 
imperative that philanthropic institutions 
become actively involved in supporting 
solutions to online election interference. 
This section highlights and explains three 
possible interventions 
by leveraging the ear-
lier model in Figure 1. 
The framework can 
be applied to identify 
philanthropic inter-
ventions for each of 
the factors contribut-
ing to the imbalance 
in the public infor-
mation ecosystem. To 
restore oversight and 
accountability, there 
are solutions that can 
be developed to re-
duce the reach and 
virality of misleading online content on 
private platforms while inversely increas-
ing public trust in government agencies. 

By enabling public skepticism about the 
quality of online advertising content, sup-
porting the enforcement of liability costs 
on the spread of harmful content, and en-
couraging more competitive e-govern-
ment information channels, philanthropy 
can consider solutions that will effectively 
return public attention to reliable infor-
mation.

INCREASING PUBLIC SKEPTICISM

BY EXPANDING CIVIL SOCIETY’S

NONPROFIT RESPONSE

This intervention should focus on interrupt-
ing the influence of social media platforms in 
the immediate moment. The most effective 
approach is to increase the public’s ability to 
discern misleading content and malicious 
sources online. Civil rights organizations, 
advocacy groups, and community-based 
organizations have, by necessity, already 
been on the front lines of combating mis-
information and disinformation campaigns 
to protect the communities they serve from 

digital manipulation. 
Foundations should 
consider early invest-
ments in the existing 
capacity of nonprofits 
to engage in the mon-
itoring, tracking, and 
reporting of mislead-
ing political content 
online ahead of the 
upcoming election.

Nonprofit organiza-
tions that have a closer 
pulse on the content 
that their membership 

consumes can conduct targeted and effec-
tive educational outreach to ensure that 
the public will question the authenticity of

social media content and will instead access 
trusted government sources of information. 
To ensure this is done effectively, founda-
tions can support the development of tools 
for monitoring and response of online ad-
vertisements and organic content to enable 
nonprofit organizations, as well as others 
interested in the issue, to better research and 
track abuse by the platforms. Additionally, 
philanthropic dollars can be mobilized to 
facilitate collaboration among computer 
scientists and advocates to bridge the gap 
between technocratic understanding of the 
problem with community-focused perspec-
tives of the solutions.

The building blocks are already in place, 
and additional philanthropic funding can 
elevate the technical expertise and coordi-
nated coalition efforts that can reduce harm 
in the short term. In 
doing so, philanthrop-
ic organizations will 
be able to not only 
temper the growing 
political power of un-
elected and unregu-
lated private actors, 
but they will also be 
able to address the disparities in racial and 
language-minority outcomes explicitly, 
which have been disproportionately im-
pacted by the lack of resources for their 
protection online.

IMPOSING LIABILITY COSTS

BY FACILITATING THE PATH

TO GOVERNMENT REGULATION

Given the existing momentum from political 
parties and U.S. federal agencies like the Fed-
eral Communications Commission and the 
Federal Trade Commission, this interven-
tion would aim to impose costs, monetary or 

otherwise, on social media platforms for not 
proactively taking action. Public demand for 
regulatory action favors stricter rules around 
political campaigning online, with 54 per-
cent of Americans recently surveyed by Pew 
supporting outright bans.14 Philanthropic or-
ganizations can support advocacy campaigns 
that seek to educate elected officials while 
building public awareness to increase the 
pressure for enacting regulation.

Monitoring and enforcement rely upon the 
availability of technical expertise informing 
public policy, which foundations can accel-
erate through investments in interdisciplin-
ary centers at think tanks and universities 
that interact with government. In order for 
regulation to be enforceable, periodic audit-
ing through third-party nongovernmental 
organizations could help to ensure adequate 

compliance.15 In devel-
oping such infrastruc-
ture, foundations can 
play a role in establish-
ing the public partner-
ships that can ease the 
government’s ability to 
address this issue, while 
ensuring they are con-

nected to nonpartisan, nonprofit public 
interest ecosystems. Finally, civil rights or-
ganizations have already begun to develop 
legal advocacy and litigation approaches 
for tackling this issue. Data targeting pro-
tections on the basis of existing federally 
protected classes like age, race, and religion 
would be another important mechanism 
for discrimination and divisive digital cam-
paigns. Foundations can infuse resources to-
ward these efforts to set new precedents for 
equitable protections under the law against 
social media platforms that can yield models 
for future legislative and regulatory action, 
centering equity in all policy solutions.

A Role for Philanthropy in Protecting Democracy from Online Harms
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RESTORING PUBLIC TRUST BY 

STRENGTHENING GOVERNMENT’S 

DIGITAL PRESENCE

This final intervention aims to address 
the problem not just in the moment, but 
also in future scenarios by strengthening 
forms of online e-governance to restore 
trust in public agency information sourc-
es. Although nonprofit civil rights organi-
zations are well suited to meet the current 
moment and prevent negative outcomes 
from taking place during the 2022 elec-
tion cycle, it is critical 
that philanthropy take 
a forward-looking 
view. Specifically, re-
building public trust 
in democratic institu-
tions should be a long-
term and overarch-
ing goal. To this end, 
examining how the 
government commu-
nicates with the pub-
lic, and the way that public information is 
spread through trusted spokespeople versus 
private parties online would be an import-
ant dimension to research more rigorously.

By supporting global scholarship and the 
learning and exchange of ideas across na-
tional boundaries, foundations can ensure 
that governments worldwide are sharing 
the necessary knowledge and resources 
to oversee what has essentially become an 
“online nation” — the internet. This inter-
vention also has far-reaching implications 
well beyond elections and can serve as a 
blueprint for diplomatic approaches to the 
increasing digitization of society. Building 
a public interest internet ecosystem will 
require substantial investment in efficient 
and effective e-government infrastructure. 

Foundations can support the development 
and testing of such tools and technolo-
gies by connecting the efforts of nonprofit 
technical experts to government agencies 
and adequately increasing the visibility and 
reach of such sources of public information.

CONCLUSION

Foundations are emerging as the missing 
link to encourage the integration of civil 
society in addressing the urgent need for 
response against online election interfer-

ence in the near term. 
This article has pre-
sented an analysis of 
possible short-term, 
urgent solutions that 
can kick-start the 
philanthropic sec-
tor’s role in curbing 
misleading election 
content online. Out 
of all of the possi-
ble stakeholders that 

could feasibly take action on this issue, it 
is the philanthropy supported, civil society 
nonprofit space that possesses the needed 
expertise, relationships, and tools to ac-
tively monitor and respond to misleading 
online content in the short term while also 
building toward a long-term public policy 
approach. Foundations can step in where 
the public and nonprofit sectors lag be-
hind, particularly to close the gap in eq-
uitable solutions that can be quickly and 
effectively implemented. The conclusion 
of this analysis points toward a clear rec-
ommendation: philanthropy should sup-
port nonprofit organizations to strengthen 
their capacity for evaluating the risks of 
online targeting and respond to the threats 
of misleading digital content before the 
2022-midterm elections.

A Role for Philanthropy in Protecting Democracy from Online Harms

It is critical that philanthropy 

take a forward-looking 

view. Specifically, rebuilding 

public trust in democratic 

institutions should be a long-

term and overarching goal.
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INTRODUCTION 

Religious nationalism and intolerance have 
gained prominence across the social and 
political spectrum of 
India. Although the 
term “secularism” only 
found its way into the 
Constitution in the 
1970s, the model of 
governance since in-
dependence had been 
that of religious tol-
erance.1 Secularism is 
most commonly un-
derstood as the sepa-
ration of religion from 
governance. This sep-
aration can be challenging in a diverse and 
multireligious country such as India.

While almost 80 percent of the population 
of India identifies as Hindu, this fact belies 
the extraordinary diversity of the country. 
It is home to thousands of ethnic and trib-
al groups, 19,500 languages, and countless 
religions.2 There are tragic historical rea-
sons for the country’s religious makeup. 
In 1947, during Partition, most of India’s 
Muslim population moved to Pakistan, 
making Hinduism the majority religion. 
Nevertheless, the Muslim population of In-

dia remains larger than that of any Middle 
Eastern country and the largest minority 
group.3 This level of diversity makes the 
model of governance equally interesting 

and challenging. Af-
ter India became in-
dependent, its leaders, 
Gandhi and Nehru, 
believed that a plural-
istic democracy was 
the only way to hold 
diverse groups peace-
fully together.4 Secu-
larism came to be seen 
as the optimal way to 
maintain peace and 
achieve progress. India 
has shown that the dis-

turbance of this precarious balance is dev-
astating. India’s changing secular fabric is 
witnessed through a rise in communal vi-
olence, lynching of minorities, Hindu-na-
tionalist propaganda, and an overwhelm-
ing intolerance of difference.5

Today’s ruling party is the BJP, or the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party, a party with an expressive 
commitment to Hindutva, having a history 
of promoting Hindu nationalism through 
propaganda.6 Politicians and workers make 
inflammatory speeches and remarks that go 
unnoticed by the nonpartisan judiciary and 
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of the population of India 

identifies as Hindu, this fact 
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election commission. History textbooks 
are being rewritten and the parts of India’s 
past where Muslims ruled the country are 
being downplayed.7 Roads, public places, 
official landmarks, and cities are being re-
named. Notably, Allahabad, a bustling city 
of over 1 million people, has been renamed 
Prayagraj to make it feel more Hindu. At-
tempts to change the nation’s diverse ethos 
and polarize the masses are on the rise and 
look deliberate. The reason for this mass 
change is primarily political, not religious 
or social. It is about propagating a com-
mon unifying idea of belongingness to a 
singular majority community or religion 
and exploiting it to gain political ground. 
In the last decade, Hindu-nationalist rhet-
oric has been vigor-
ously used as a tool of 
political campaigning 
to win elections at the 
cost of compromising 
the secular fabric of 
the country. The cur-
rent ruling party has 
used its nationalistic 
ideology as a goal of 
making India’s Hindu 
nation a tool for its election campaign in 
the last decade and is proving to be success-
ful. However, this approach to governance 
and politics has drifted India away from 
being a pluralistic and tolerant nation to 
an intolerant enterprise driven by religious 
fanaticism and misconstrued nationalism.8

RELIGIOUS NATIONALISM

Throughout India’s history, different ter-
ritorial, cultural, and religious themes have 
battled for political dominance. One of the 
themes argues that Indian land is sacred and 
must be revered. A second theme focuses 
on India’s pluralism and diversity. The 

third views India as the original land of the 
Hindu community.9 It is this theme that 
promotes the concept of a Hindu nation 
that has led to a more extreme version of 
nationalism. This is ideologically different 
from secular nationalism, which was built 
around the notion that people from all 
backgrounds should have a place and space 
without facing discrimination. Secularism 
does not call for a distinct separation of re-
ligion and state. Rather, it desired for there 
to be a safe distance between the two.10

Since the government's conception, the 
state of India has intervened in religious 
affairs, such as controlling temples across 
the country and addressing caste issues in 

Hinduism. It also sub-
sidizes religious events 
and pilgrimages like 
Sikhs visiting Paki-
stan, Muslims going 
for hajj, and Hindus 
making sacred jour-
neys to Amarnath 
Temple in Jammu & 
Kashmir. Therefore, 
the state is not dis-

tinctly disconnected from religious affairs. 
Its role in the past may have looked regu-
latory, but it is not anymore. The state and 
the government are making efforts to blur 
the distinction between the two.11

COST OF RELIGIOUS NATIONALISM

When people of a country are divided based 
on their ethnicity or religion, this leads to 
conflict, a widespread sense of disrespect, a 
lack of trust, and a chain of misunderstand-
ings between different groups. This spiral, 
illustrated below, inevitably reaches a place 
where mere disagreement is not enough, 
and defeating the opposition by any means 
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becomes a marker of prestige. In India, 
these religious disagreements result in vi-
olence and suppression in the forms of 
communal riots and hate crime. Riots have 
occurred almost every year since indepen-
dence, but the frequency at which they are 
happening now is unprecedented.

• Despite the COVID-19 lockdown, 
there were 857 cases of communal riots 
registered in 2020 across the country, 
as compared to 438 in 2019. This is ac-
cording to data filed by the National 
Crime Records Bureau. The capital 
state of Delhi alone saw 520 cases of 
communal riots in 2020.12

• In August 2021, a 45-year-old Mus-
lim man was dragged and beaten in 
the streets of Kanpur in front of his 
daughter. He was 
asked to chant 
“Long Live India” 
and “Victory to 
Lord Rama.” De-
spite his compli-
ance, he was still 
assaulted until the 
police intervened. 
There have been a 
number of similar 
instances where 
people from mi-
nority groups have been targeted for 
reasons as bizarre as selling fruits in a 
Hindu neighborhood.13

• Cows are held sacred in Hinduism, 
and any attempts to transport, trade, 
or slaughter them have often been met 
with lynching by fanatic mobs. This 
form of violence is known as cow vig-
ilantism. While cow protection was an 
issue within the Hindu caste system, 

it was hardly a matter of interreligious 
conflict until the rise of Hindu national-
ism. When select members of the Hin-
du community feel that the laws of the 
country are not enough to protect cows 
from being slaughtered, they come to-
gether and enforce laws without any 
legal authority. Cow vigilantism is on 
the rise, and the vigilantes function un-
der the protection of law enforcement 
agencies. The role of the BJP-led gov-
ernment in giving freehand to vigilantes 
is evidenced by two things. First, since 
the BJP came to power, 20 out of 28 
states have amended their laws around 
cow protection to include stricter pun-
ishments. The police can now make 
arrests for these crimes without war-
rants.14 Second, those who were in-
volved in lynching and vigilantism have 

yet to be charged with 
an offense. This is a 
signal to the minorities 
that Hindus rule the 
country, and those go-
ing against them will 
be punished or even 
killed. In the current 
environment, the Hin-
du mob will never face 
the law. The govern-
ment has given vigi-
lantes full immunity on 

numerous occasions. The question here 
is how millions of Indians belonging 
to minority groups live and respond to 
this theater of religious superiority. The 
nonprofit group Indiaspend reported 
that violence against cow slaughter led 
to the killing of 45 people between 2012 
and 2018.15 According to a Reuters re-
port, there have been more than 63 inci-
dents of lynching across India from 2010 
to 2017, and 28 victims have died.16

When people of a country 
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• During the 2020 riots in New Delhi, 
Amnesty International found the police 
to be complicit in acts of violence and 
violations of human rights against mi-
norities.17 These riots followed the pro-
tests against the controversial 2019 Cit-
izen Amendment Act. Many see this as 
an anti-Muslim law. It is an amendment 
to the old citizenship law, which pro-
hibited illegal migrants from acquiring 
Indian citizenship. Earlier, the rules for 
naturalization were stricter and required 
immigrants to reside in India for 11 years 
before applying for Indian citizenship.

The new law reduced the number of 
qualifying years from 11 to six. The 
controversial part of the act provides 
citizenship to illegal immigrants from 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan 
who have been victims of religious per-

secution in their native countries; how-
ever, it only applies to Sikhs, Hindus, 
Christians, and Jains—not Muslims. 
This is an attempt to delegitimize Mus-
lim immigrants’ claim for citizenship.18

The problem is that nationalism in India has 
been misinterpreted and falsely defined as a 
spirit belonging only to Hindus. Hindus are 
largely considered the patriotic, first-class 
citizens of the country. This perception 
has given some a false sense of superiority 
on the basis of their religion and has led to 
the marginalization of non-Hindu citizens. 
Tensions between the majority and minori-
ty groups have resulted in hate and violence. 
As a result, the secular balance of the coun-
try has crashed and given rise to mob rule.19 
During this time, the government has been 
a mere spectator, failing to intervene on be-
half of its underrepresented citizens.

RECOMMENDATIONS

BRING STRICT PUNITIVE LAWS AND 

RESTORE JUDICIAL SANCTITY

In view of a track record of inaction, com-
placency, and collusive action by the gov-
ernment and Hindu nationalists during 

communal incidents, ensuring strict pun-
ishment to offenders is absolutely necessary. 
Laws are already in place against the delib-
erate intent of hurting the religious beliefs 
of other citizens. Sections 153(A) and 295(A) 
of the Indian Penal Code clearly state 
that hate speech is punishable with a fine 
and imprisonment of up to three years.20
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However, a track record of complicit au-
thorities allowing criminals to escape pun-
ishment makes implementing these laws a 
challenge. Support from state authorities 
via enforcement of these penal codes and 
consequences for intolerant actions is key 
to bringing violence down, yet this re-
mains hard to achieve due to a history of 
corruption and a lack of accountability for 
communal offenses. There also have been 
some conflicting views about the role of 
the Supreme Court of India. In 2014, the 
Supreme Court rejected a request to curb 
hate speech during elections on the basis 
that it violated citizens’ fundamental right 
to expression.21 This demonstrates how 
it looks more prudent to bring stringent 
regulations and laws with a clear mandate 
for the judiciary to take necessary action, 
thereby bringing down incidences of vio-
lence. Recently, that has not been the case, 
as the judiciary has been found to be influ-
enced by the political ideology of the state.

The judiciary, especially the Supreme 
Court, has been the greatest defender of 
secularism in India but now faces scrutiny. 
The most recent judgements passed by the 
Supreme Court are complicit in encour-
aging religious intolerance. For instance, 
the court acquitted all major BJP leaders 
who allegedly hatched a plan to demol-
ish a historical mosque in the Indian city 
of Ayodhya. The demolition exacerbated 
Hindu-Mulism religious tensions and led 
to riots resulting in the deaths of 2,000 
people.22 A year before the acquittal, the 
Supreme Court gave the disputed land to 
Hindus for them to build a temple, and, in 
a way, that signaled that the demolition of 
the mosque 30 years ago was within the 
legal domain. Muslim organizations criti-
cized the acquittal outrightly but could do 
very little else. More alarming, however, 

was how the court ignored hundreds of 
eyewitness accounts and TV and photo 
footage of instigated demolition by Hin-
du right-wing leaders. Moreover, such an 
unfair verdict did not come completely un-
expected, revealing the brazen state of the 
Indian justice system.

Separating the judiciary from the state’s 
political ideologies is a seminal step in re-
storing the sanctity and impartiality of the 
criminal justice system in India. A coun-
try with laws in place but with a corrupt 
justice system has laws that serve no pur-
pose. The lower courts, too, have adopted 
a majoritarian viewpoint and have openly 
given biased judgements in states across the 
country. This must stop.

REGULATING MEDIA 

Media in India plays a large role in shaping 
public opinion. It is the biggest means of 
disseminating information. As print me-
dia are losing out to the more accessible 
electronic and social media, the same has 
been used to spread hate and anger. Media 
companies are owned by powerful busi-
ness corporations and funded by advertis-
ing revenue, creating a business model that 
is subject to inherent bias that promotes 
propaganda. In the name of freedom of 
the press, print and electronic media have 
become yet another means of propagating 
divisive interests and ideologies.

TV studios in India have become forces 
in spreading hate politics, particularly by 
running media trials over incidents with-
out any legal right.23 In this way, they are 
able to influence people’s perceptions about 
events, separate from the facts of those in-
cidents. Social media, especially Facebook 
and Twitter, are commonly used to spread 
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religious hatred. Inflammatory content on 
Facebook rose by 300 percent after De-
cember 2019, and this may have led to the 
Delhi riots of 2020.24 After researching the 
issue, Facebook reported that two nation-
alist groups associated with the BJP ruling 
party were actively posting inflammatory 
anti-Muslim content. Despite the report's 
recommendations for action against the 
identified groups, they remain still active 
today.25 Influencing people with factual 
news content and discouraging communal 
hate and violence can influence the mind-
sets of the Indian population.

However, when the regulatory authority 
itself — in this case, the government — is 
participating in the inflammatory behavior 
of the media, it becomes the responsibility 
of the media owners, journalists, reporters, 
and editors to come together with civ-
il society to protect journalistic integrity. 
There are still only a few media organiza-
tions in India that are considered impartial 
and reformative, and they have a difficult 
battle to fight.

MOBILIZING AND PARTNERING

WITH NONPROFIT AND SOCIAL

ORGANIZATIONS

Nonprofit organizations are extremely im-
portant in strengthening communities by 
providing social, health, and educational 
services in areas where the government 
fails to do so. They can help the govern-
ment raise awareness about values like 
liberty and equality and unify the nation 
through workshops, persuasion, and pub-
licity campaigns. Their role is vital because 
they have better knowledge of the local 
communities in which they work and thus 
know how to serve them. They are able to 
foster civic engagement and can collabo-

rate with other organizations in pursuit of 
broader social change. They can persuade 
people using local languages in local con-
texts to promote social harmony and peace.

In the past, governments have used social 
organizations to educate people on sani-
tation awareness or encourage polio vac-
cinations. However, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and social organiza-
tions are challenged by minimal resources 
and, therefore, have limited reach. If public 
and private organizations come together to 
fund social organizations and NGOs, they 
can strengthen their capacity and ability to 
promote social change at large.

CONCLUSION

No country can survive polarization and 
the deep divide it causes in society. The 
feeling of hatred between communities 
affects citizens in both tangible and intan-
gible ways. Its biggest consequence is vio-
lence and physical harm. It also leaves peo-
ple traumatized and makes it harder for the 
victims on both sides to recover and par-
ticipate in the regular democratic process. 
The feelings of isolation and desperation 
as a result of religious bigotry can be life 
long. The onus then lies on the people of 
this country to transform India into a more 
tolerant and welcoming democracy.

The journey hereafter is a long and hard 
one for India. What is needed is a strong 
political will to accept the ills of commu-
nalism and address its ramifications. It must 
be a collaborative effort between the state, 
as well as the nonprofits, media, police, and 
the people of the country. Only together 
can the battle against extremism and reli-
gious nationalism be won. 
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BUILDING THE 
INFRASTRUCTURE FOR 
SOCIAL HOUSING 
by Meg Heisler

BACKGROUND: THE UNITED STATES’ 
HOUSING BIND

Precarity has always been a feature of 
housing in the United States, and since 
the Great Depression, homeownership has 
been proffered as its antidote. Direct and 
indirect financial incentives, such as mort-
gage assistance and tax breaks, as well as 
quasi-governmental programs — like the 
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, the 
Federal Housing Administration, Fannie 

Mae, and Freddie Mac — were all part of a 
federal push to improve access to credit and 
increase homeownership.1 By some mea-
sures, it worked. The national homeowner-
ship rate exploded between 1940 and 1960, 
but explicit and implicit discrimination di-
rected the vast majority of benefits to White 
households.2 Then, in 2008, the subprime 
mortgage crisis stripped households of color 
of their modest gains, unsettled the notion 
of homeownership as guaranteed stability, 
and forced millions back into the renter 
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market. Fueled by discriminatory practices, 
such as predatory loans and differences in 
loan terms by race and income, Black and 
Latino households lost their homes at over 
twice the rate of White households. Today, 
there is a 30 percentage point gap between 
the White and Black homeownership rates, 
the highest it has been in 50 years.3

The U.S. housing system is also deeply 
unaffordable. Harvard’s Joint Center for 
Housing Studies reports that 37.1 million 
U.S. households spend over 30 percent of 
their income on hous-
ing, with 17.6 million 
paying over 50 per-
cent.4 The majority 
of those burdened are 
renters — not only in 
cities notorious for 
skyrocketing rents 
and purchase prices. 
In no state, metropol-
itan area, or county can a person working 
a full-time, minimum-wage job afford to 
rent a two-bedroom apartment, and in 95 
percent of counties they cannot afford a 
one-bedroom apartment.5 As a result, re-
cent estimates put the number of people 
experiencing homelessness on any given 
night at over half a million.6 And the rental 
market will only continue to tighten as de-
mand grows. The United States has added 
an average of more than 800,000 new rent-
er households per year in the last decade, 
with households of color driving 76 percent 
of the growth between 2004 and 2018.7

The very processes that made housing 
more accessible to some also transformed 
it into a securitized asset, knitting together 
the fates of owner and renter households, 
small-scale landlords, global financial ac-
tors, and global financial markets.8 Former 

United Nations Rapporteur on the Right to 
Housing, Leilani Farha, identified this trend 
in a report to the General Assembly, writ-
ing “Known as the financialization of hous-
ing, the phenomenon occurs when housing 
is treated as a commodity — a vehicle for 
wealth and investment rather than a social 
good.”9 Financialization has been linked 
with foreclosures and evictions, as well as 
the deterioration of housing stock.10 In the 
last 15 years, rental-housing production has 
skewed toward the high end of the market 
while the stock of low-cost units has dwin-

dled.11 Meanwhile, 
investors sit ready to 
capitalize on crises. 
During the subprime 
mortgage crisis, they 
purchased distressed 
real estate in previ-
ously redlined neigh-
borhoods and were in 
the process of doing so 

again: in the second quarter of 2021, one of 
every five low-priced homes was purchased 
by investors.12 Private owners and investors 
have little incentive to house those who 
cannot pay top dollar and when they do, 
they overcharge relative to market value.13

Over the last century, every level of gov-
ernment has tried and failed to encourage 
the private market to meet the universal 
need for housing. As evidenced by the data 
above, the incentives and regulatory re-
quirements introduced thus far have been 
insufficient; low-income housing tax cred-
its, inclusionary zoning, and impact fees 
have failed to motivate private actors to 
deliver the rate, scale, and levels of afford-
ability necessary to serve every household. 
Direct support to renters, such as Hous-
ing Choice Vouchers, is also undermined 
by the private market — as rents rise, the 
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government must provide ever-deeper 
subsidies. They also tend to replicate racial 
barriers and patterns of segregation that 
exist in the private market.14 It need not 
be this way. Among wealthy countries, 
the United States is uniquely reliant on the 
private sector with 97 percent of its rental 
stock in the private market. Elsewhere, as 
in Austria, Denmark, and the Netherlands, 
more than 20 percent and as much as 37 
percent of rental housing is held off the 
speculative market.15

This mismatch between the profit incen-
tive and the public interest is only resolv-
able by an intervention commensurate 
in scale with past, present, and enduring 
housing crises, like public housing. Despite 
chronic neglect, more than 1 million units 
of public housing still stand, and, in some 
places, public housing authorities (PHAs) 
are still major landholders. These units 
continue to serve as a valuable investment 
for low-income people — over two-thirds 
of residents remain satisfied with public 
housing, and waitlists are years long — but 
are not without their problems.16 Histori-
cally, federal, state, and local governments 
have used public housing to marginal-
ize, displace, and deny resources to poor 
households, particularly Black households 
and those headed by single mothers. It was 
segregated from the beginning, was denied 
proper funding, and was sited to ensure so-
cial and political isolation. As a result, more 
than 10,000 public housing units are lost 
every year as they become uninhabitable.17

Social housing has the potential to over-
haul this failing housing assistance sys-
tem.18 Social housing is designed to cre-
ate quality, mixed-income, permanently 
affordable housing that is held as a public 
good. Instead of further segregating and 

displacing tenants, a comprehensive social 
housing program would expand the stock 
of available homes across all geographies, 
prioritize the security of tenure, and ben-
efit all income groups. If not exclusively 
public, social housing would be owned 
and managed by entities, such as nonprof-
its that could insulate it from market pres-
sures and reduce the financial risk to the 
inhabitants. Its promise is that of a durable 
housing system that works toward decom-
modification, democratic control and gov-
ernance, and a guarantee of homes for all. 
This paper examines one proposal for how 
to build out social housing’s supporting 
infrastructure: an SHDA, developed and 
presented by the Urban Democracy Lab at 
New York University.19

A PROPOSAL FOR A SOCIAL HOUSING 
DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

PROPOSAL OVERVIEW

A problem of this complexity and magni-
tude that results in disparate outcomes by 
race, class, and gender requires a dynamic, 
comprehensive solution. Baiocchi and Carl-
son's proposal for an SHDA, a new govern-
ment entity designed to intervene in cycles 
of housing investment and disinvestment, to 
chip away at the national affordable housing 
deficit, offers just that solution.20

The SHDA would be tasked with a set of 
ambitious goals and strategies:
• Expand the supply of affordable hous-

ing across the country by financing the 
transfer of distressed real estate to the 
“social housing sector”

• Ensure decent living conditions, reha-
bilitate neglected housing, and remedi-
ate neighborhood blight

Over the last century, every 

level of government has tried 

and failed to encourage the 

private market to meet the 

universal need for housing.
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• Focus efforts on historically marginal-
ized communities

• Invest in green infrastructure and 
climate mitigation by retrofitting 
properties

• Stabilize the housing market by 
crowding out predatory investors, 
providing a viable exit for imperiled 
landlords, and reducing the reach of 
speculative investment

• Lend directly to eligible entities in 
need of assistance for their purchase

• In select cases, support homeowners 
by restructuring mortgages

• Manage itself and its assets to ensure 
long-term organizational sustainability

Central to these tasks, the SHDA would be 
endowed with the authority, autonomy, 
capacity, and funding required to finance 
the purchase of dis-
tressed real estate as-
sets, rehabilitate, and 
transfer them to eligi-
ble entities. The dis-
tressed real estate assets 
would either be direct 
property or mortgage 
notes and may in-
clude nonresidential 
properties suitable for 
conversion for res-
idential uses. The SHDA would not hold 
the properties long-term but transfer them 
to eligible entities better situated to pre-
serve affordability and facilitate community 
governance. These entities could include 
community land trusts, limited equity co-
operatives, resident-owned communities, 

nonprofits, PHAs, and other organizations 
part of and responsive to local communi-
ties. With time, this would reduce the ex-
tent to which cost and access to housing are 
determined by the private market.

The SHDA would prioritize the acquisi-
tion of real estate at high risk of predatory 
activity, such as distressed properties and 
“naturally occurring affordable housing,” 
which is affordable but unsubsidized and 
would also pursue other categories of real 
estate that meet its broader goals. Crucial 
to acquisition would be the creation of a 
distressed assets platform that would allow 
lenders and property owners to market 
their distressed real estate to the SHDA.

After acquiring a property, the SHDA 
would be required to act in the best inter-
est of the tenants or homeowners and may 
hold and manage it long enough to prevent 
displacement and bring it up to habitability 
and environmental standards. With rental 
properties, the SHDA would service the 

loan itself and collect 
rent payments so as not 
to defer necessary up-
grading. It would also 
undertake the mainte-
nance process itself by 
assigning or subcon-
tracting the property 
management. Should 
the SHDA acquire 
a mortgage note, it 
could restructure de-

linquent mortgages in favorable terms with 
the purpose of keeping homeowners in 
their homes. In some cases, it may instead 
pursue a managed exit through deed-in-
lieu of foreclosure, short sales, or pre-fore-
closure sales, acquire the property, and al-
low the former homeowners to remain.
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Upon completion of rehabilitation, the 
SHDA would prioritize selling to an eligi-
ble entity, as described above. This would 
entail a “first look” system for potential 
buyers to view and bid on properties for a 

set period, after which the properties could 
be placed on the open market. The SHDA 
would be able to directly lend money to el-
igible entities in need of capital and act on 
a subsidy model in certain high-cost areas.

An SHDA, a new government 

entity designed to intervene in 

cycles of housing investment 

and disinvestment, to 

chip away at the national 

affordable housing deficit, 

offers just that solution.

Figure 1: The SHDA Acquisition and Asset Management Process

STRUCTURE AND FUNDING

Unlike the United States Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 
the SHDA would sit outside of the exec-
utive branch as a government-sponsored 
corporation with legal independence akin 
to that of a private business. Per the propos-
al’s authors, this would help insulate the au-
thority from the vicissitudes of politics and 
allow it to move more nimbly. It would be 
overseen by a governing board that would 
set policy and investment priorities, as well 

as overall organizational strategy. The 
board would be made up of representatives 
from affordable housing organizations and 
housing rights advocates as well as public 
servants from HUD and other relevant 
agencies. Regional offices would be set up 
to build partnerships with local organiza-
tions, government agencies, and commu-
nities, and staffed by people with experi-
ence in asset acquisition, housing finance, 
property management, affordable housing, 
and community development.

Source: Adapted from Gianpaolo Baiocchi, H. Jacob Carlson, Marnie Brady, Ned Crowley, and Sara Duvisac, 
The Case for a Social Housing Development Authority, NYU/Gallatin: Urban Democracy Lab (2020). https://
urbandemos.nyu.edu/2020/11/23/the-shda-a-proposal/
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Initially, the SHDA would require capital-
ization from Congress but would ultimate-
ly fund its work by issuing bonds backed 
by the U.S. Treasury and by financing and 
transferring properties. Proceeds from bond 
sales would fund ear-
ly acquisitions while 
property sales would 
eventually allow the 
SHDA to meet most 
of its debt service ob-
ligations and pay for 
rehab and retrofitting. 
The SHDA would also 
have a financing oper-
ation that would al-
low it to directly lend 
to eligible entities on 
favorable terms and serve as an addition-
al source of revenue. If properties held by 
the SHDA decline in value before a trans-
fer, occasional appropriations by Congress 
would help mitigate any losses incurred.

PROPOSAL EVALUATION: THE 
POTENTIAL OF THE SHDA

A STRONG CASE FOR INTERVENTION

As is, one’s right to housing in the United 
States is guaranteed only by their ability to 
pay. This conflict is not inevitable but can 
only be resolved with large-scale govern-
ment intervention. Without it, commu-
nities across the country will continue to 
face displacement, dispossession, and fur-
ther consolidation of real estate holdings. 
The SHDA offers a new configuration for 
federal housing intervention, distinct from 
that of public housing, by directing federal 
support to locally responsive, permanently 
affordable models with immediate benefits, 
slowly transforming the nature of housing 
provision one property at a time.

The SHDA would have the infrastruc-
ture and capital to compete against private 
housing developers and speculators nation-
ally but would also be attentive to the par-
ticularities of place. In fueling the growth 

of a “social housing 
sector,” the SHDA 
would prioritize those 
organizations that are 
in and of local com-
munities. Responsive, 
responsible design of 
social housing sites and 
programs matters both 
as a means of reducing 
stigma and of serving 
the specific needs of a 
given neighborhood 

and is best achieved by organizations ac-
countable to their communities. Housing 
already provided by these organizations, 
such as community land trusts, limited eq-
uity cooperatives, and some public hous-
ing projects are considered social housing 
and would need only to be retrofitted and 
their governance structure updated. In ru-
ral communities, residents of manufactured 
housing are purchasing shared property and 
forming mobile home cooperatives. In fact, 
the ROC USA network has supported the 
creation of more than 260 resident-owned 
communities in 18 states.21 The SHDA’s 
strength is in its reliance on and investment 
in expanding existing infrastructures like 
this.

While it may seem like a radical departure 
from the federal government’s established 
role, this structure largely requires it to re-
direct activities it has long carried out. The 
SHDA would not build new housing but 
would acquire it and oversee the rehab and 
short-term property management by pri-
vate companies. Additionally, the SHDA 

Unlike the United States 

Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD), 

the SHDA would sit outside 

of the executive branch as 

a government-sponsored 

corporation with legal 

independence akin to that of a 

private business.

would issue bonds and finance loans, 
which various federal agencies already 
do. Though it would have fundamental-
ly different goals, the SHDA would have 
a similar institutional design to that of the 
Homeowners Loan Corporation and Res-
olution Trust Corporation.

Because of its central role in people’s lives, 
housing policy sits at the nexus of many 
progressive projects aimed at improving 
conditions for work-
ing- and middle-class 
families.22 Specifically, 
housing is a climate 
and environmental 
justice issue, and the 
SHDA offers an op-
portunity to forge a 
new relationship be-
tween housing and 
the environment. 
By colocating interventions, the SHDA 
would dramatically improve the quality 
of our housing stock, the health and safe-
ty of residents, and the efficiency of each 
unit. Green retrofits would reduce tenants’ 
water and energy bills as well as cut car-
bon emissions, providing benefits to both 
residents of social housing and the com-
munities they live in. Research conduct-
ed by Data for Progress and the McHarg 
Center for Urbanism and Ecology at the 
University of Pennsylvania on the Green 
New Deal for Public Housing Act sup-
ports these claims.23

While homeownership still sits at the cen-
ter of the “American Dream,” as noted in 
the introduction, it is not without its risks. 
For instance, prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, 3.6 percent of all mortgages were 
in some stage of delinquency.24 Of course, 
these risks are not evenly distributed. 

During the subprime mortgage crisis, dis-
criminatory lending practices led to higher 
delinquency and foreclosure rates among 
Black and Hispanic/Latinx homeowners, 
even after controlling for differences in 
income and credit scores.25 Black neigh-
borhoods also suffered disproportionately: 
Those with more than 50 percent Black 
residents had a foreclosure rate twice as 
high as those with less than 10 percent 
Black residents.26 They also saw much 

higher rates of evic-
tion among renters 
and were more likely 
to experience negative 
foreclosure spillover 
effects, including low-
er property values and 
higher rates of crime.27 
Similar patterns have 
played out through-
out the COVID-19 

pandemic: Black, Hispanic/Latinx, and 
Asian borrowers have been significantly 
more likely than White borrowers to miss 
mortgage payments and far less likely to 
refinance or make use of payment deferral 
programs.28 By design, the SHDA would 
intervene and stabilize those neighbor-
hoods where federal housing policy has 
long enshrined racial inequality. The au-
thority would also retain the ability to 
purchase mortgage notes and restructure 
loans for individuals and families at risk of 
default.

For many, homeownership does not of-
fer the cure-all that they were promised. 
Policymakers should not underestimate 
the ability of public policy to shift the at-
tractiveness of owning to renting. Renting 
comes with many worthwhile benefits, 
like short-term flexibility and increased 
mobility. With reasonable rents, it would 

While it may seem like a 

radical departure from 

the federal government’s 

established role, this 

structure largely requires it to 

redirect activities it has long 

carried out. 



also allow many the ability to save money. 
In addition, social housing could extend 
many of the perceived benefits of home-
ownership to renters. For example, resi-
dents could be granted succession rights 
that allow them to pass their social housing 
units on to their children. A program like 
this has the potential to rearticulate what 
security and wealth look like in the Unit-
ed States and to serve as a source of both.

REQUIRED POLICY, LEGISLATION, AND 

POLITICAL SUPPORT

A program of this scope and scale de-
pends on specific enabling factors, such as 
supporting legislation, increased local ca-
pacity, and political will. As Baiocchi and 
Carlson noted, to maximize its impact, the 
creation of the SHDA must be coupled 
with the repeal of the 
Faircloth Amendment 
as well as the enact-
ment of a national 
Tenant Opportunity 
to Purchase Act (TO-
PA).29 By forbidding 
a net increase in pub-
lic housing units, the 
Faircloth Amendment 
would hamstring potential partnerships 
between the SHDA and PHAs. Its repeal 
would allow the SHDA to rehab and trans-
fer properties to those local entities with 
arguably the greatest capacity to own and 
manage social housing. A national TOPA 
would provide tenants the first opportuni-
ty to purchase their building should it go 
up for sale. It also gives tenants the “right 
of first refusal,” allowing them to counter 
any third-party offer the landlord accepts. 
This would allow for the creation of social 
housing without acquisition by the SHDA. 
The SHDA would also require certain legal 

instruments, such as pre- and post-foreclo-
sure powers and, in extreme cases, eminent 
domain, to outpace speculators and avoid 
the pitfalls of the Neighborhood Stabi-
lization Program, which failed to mobi-
lize federal dollars fast enough to make a 
sustained impact following the subprime 
mortgage crisis.

The capacity for real estate development 
in the public and nonprofit sectors differs 
dramatically by geography. While some 
cities boast robust nonprofit housing eco-
systems and booming construction indus-
tries, rural and suburban communities will 
need support strengthening their housing 
organizations and growing skilled work-
forces. Fortunately, ongoing investment 
in the acquisition, maintenance, retrofit-
ting, and management of social housing 

by the SHDA presents 
an ideal platform on 
which to build robust 
workforce develop-
ment and jobs pro-
grams. A companion 
workforce develop-
ment program could 
train residents of these 
communities in green 

construction, maintenance, and manage-
ment while hiring requirements would 
ensure their employment. Where there is a 
dearth of eligible entities, the SHDA could 
fund national community development 
organizations, such as NeighborWorks 
America, to build local capacity.

Only in the last few years has social hous-
ing become more possible, and it contin-
ues to gain steam. Soaring housing costs 
and the COVID-19 pandemic have ex-
acerbated inequality and instability, have 
made some households newly vulnerable, 
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Policymakers should not 

underestimate the ability 

of public policy to shift the 

attractiveness of owning to 

renting. 

and have shed a harsh light on the cracks in 
our housing system. Policymakers at every 
level of government, across almost every 
city and state, are responding with new 
and innovative solutions. Increasingly, 
their proposals have an eye toward social 
housing. State delegate Vaughn Stewart 
reintroduced a bill to establish and fund 
Maryland’s Social Housing Program in 
February 2020, supported by an unlikely 
coalition of leftists, mayors, housing au-
thorities, and county executives.30 In No-
vember 2020, San Francisco voters passed 
Propositions I and K to authorize and fi-
nance a municipal social housing program 
through an increased real estate transfer 
tax. The tax is expected to generate $196 
million annually for social housing and an 
oversight board has been established to ad-
vise the city on its use.31

The SHDA is poised to be part of a suite 
of progressive policies aimed at meeting the 
fundamental needs of working- and mid-
dle-class people and investing in the long-
term stability of communities. Social hous-
ing also enjoys popular support. According 
to a national poll of registered voters con-
ducted in April 2019, social housing is seen 
more favorably than equitable zoning, rent 
relief, and rent stabilization: Sixty percent of 
all voters were in favor while only 22 per-
cent were opposed.32 Despite this, as a high-
ly visible, large-scale government program 
that requires upfront spending, the SHDA 
will face resistance from Republicans and 
Democrats alike. Senator Bernie Sand-
ers (I-VT) and Representative Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY) have voiced their 
support for social housing, but at the fed-
eral level, there is currently not a steadfast 
champion promoting the SHDA’s creation. 
Therefore, advocates should emphasize the 
SDHA’s ability to address intersecting cri-

ses while creating jobs, recouping costs, 
and generating revenue. Furthermore, they 
should articulate its potential economic im-
pact in each state. SHDA advocates might 
first pursue the authorization of a voluntary 
demonstration program with limited scope 
that could prove its effectiveness and reveal 
areas for refinement.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To further strengthen the proposal and en-
sure its connection to existing federal hous-
ing policy, I offer the following recommen-
dations for Baiocchi and Carlson's proposal:

• Specify eligibility, ownership, and af-
fordability requirements: While the 
SHDA proposal is flexible by design, 
certain essential elements must be de-
fined so as to make clear the distinction 
between social housing and conven-
tional affordable housing. What mini-
mum criteria will eligible entities need 
to meet? How will property owner-
ship be structured to ensure collective 
governance? What legal mechanisms 
will protect long-term affordability?33

• Identify sources of capital for eligible 
entities: The cost to acquire housing 
is high, although lower than building 
new development. Eligible entities will 
need an infusion of capital to finance 
their purchases and some of their on-
going operations if they are to acquire 
properties from the SHDA. Any real-
istic proposal must be accompanied by 
a plan to adequately fund these orga-
nizations. This would likely require 
adapting current affordable housing fi-
nance tools and initiating new funding 
streams diverted from homeownership 
programs like the home mortgage in-
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Social media has become a staple for soci-
ety — 60 percent of the population world-
wide was active on social media by the end 
of 2021.1 It has evolved into a space where 
news, jobs, social life, 
or entertainment are 
exchanged for our at-
tention, likes, location, 
and swipes. Social me-
dia companies mon-
itor our interactions 
within their platforms, 
but we do not have 
the same transparency 
toward their opera-
tions. As social media 
permeates almost ev-
ery facet of public life, 
data is being collected 
on an unprecedented scale and concentrat-
ed among a handful of companies. Further, 
the monopolistic provision in the digital 
platform market has left society with few 
options. All of this has led to the accumu-
lation of immense profits and power by so-
cial media companies, especially in the age 
of the digital economy in which data has 
become a commodity. The ways in which 
social media’s influence, power, and profit 

ambitions have been detrimental to society 
are clear: privacy violations, unsuccessful 
self-regulation of harmful and distorted 
content, and platform misuse continue to 

plague the digital en-
vironment. However, 
not enough attention 
has been drawn to the 
distinct and incremen-
tal nature that these 
harms have in the 
Global South.

Systemic differenc-
es between the Global 
South and North cre-
ate overlapping and 
interdependent sys-
tems of disadvantage 

for the former. It is due to their distinct 
political, economic, and cultural context 
that social media’s harm in countries of 
the Global South has been exacerbated. 
These specific vulnerabilities can be bet-
ter understood through the lens of digital 
colonialism. Digital colonialism refers to a 
colonizer — in this case, the Global North 
— dominating the political, economic, and 
social domains of life through the means 

The ways in which social 

media’s influence, power, 

and profit ambitions have 

been detrimental to society 

are clear: privacy violations, 

unsuccessful self-regulation 

of harmful and distorted 

content, and platform misuse 

continue to plague the digital 

environment.

of the digital ecosystem: software, hard-
ware, or network connectivity.2 Without 
having to be physically there, digital col-
onizers can exploit the 
vulnerabilities of low- 
and middle-income 
countries to advance 
their interests. This 
exertion of power 
on the Global South 
has been mostly de-
ployed through three 
different mechanisms: 
resource extraction, 
control over the inter-
net, and regulatory impositions.

The profitability of digital targeted adver-
tising and the growth ambitions of social 
media have incentivized the extraction of 
economic resources from the Global South. 
Digital targeted ads, valued at $154 billion, 
represent the majority of revenue for social 
media platforms.3 This revenue stream re-
lies on big data, where the larger the size of 
the user base and the more data aboutthem, 
the better their profiling and targeting. A 
business model, as such, has led to the pri-
oritization of commercial interests over 
consumer privacy. Social media's biggest 
players have recently turned to underserved 
markets in the Global South.. in addition to 
less stringent regulation, makes the Global 
South low-hanging fruit for the expansion 
endeavors of social media companies.4

Social media platforms have grown impor-
tantly in the Global South and have tailored 
regional strategies to do so. It is estimated 
that most of the 2 million new users who 
join social media platforms daily come 
from low- and middle-income countries.5 
Schemes exploiting consumers’ higher cost 
of connectivity and lack of access to digital 

services have been important drivers of this 
growth. For instance, Free Basics is an app 
developed by Meta Platforms, Inc. (owner 

of Facebook), which 
in collaboration with 
local mobile opera-
tors provides access 
to news, communi-
cation tools, health 
information, educa-
tion resources, and 
other low-bandwidth 
services without any 
data charges. The app, 
which is active in 66 

countries, claims to “help people discover 
the relevance and benefits of connectivity 
with free access to basic online services.”6 
In reality, Free Basics has been shown to 
lack nuance in regard to local needs, con-
tent, and linguistics, while collecting am-
ple data on its users.7 Whether these are 
deliberate design choices or not, they have 
led to the extraction of profitable user data 
in the Global South, and even violation of 
net neutrality.8

The enterprise of profitable extraction by 
the Global North is not limited to the soft-
ware realm. Alphabet and Meta together 
account for 80 percent of all investments in 
transatlantic deep-sea cables across Africa 
and Asia in recent years.9 Effectively, the 
provision of the basic infrastructure that 
enables internet connectivity represents 
another strategy to open the market and 
funnel data from new users. Furthermore, 
Alphabet’s and Meta’s ownership and con-
trol of the infrastructure can potentially 
lead to abusive power dynamics between 
companies, local governments, and the 
people in these regions. For example, 
Alphabet and Meta could leverage their 
power over the internet to brush aside any 

The profitability of digital 
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attempt at regulation, or, on the contrary, 
collude with local governments over ac-
cess and censorship of content. Ultimate-
ly, rather than a true attempt to achieve 
digital equity in these regions, as they are 
being sold, these remain profit-driven ex-
tractive projects.

The monopolization of social media mar-
kets has meant control over the flow of 
information. In the Global South, this can 
result in control over the internet and a 
further weaponization of the platforms. 
The scale of digital 
platforms, the lack 
of interoperability, 
and the acquisition of 
new competitors have 
led to a concentrated 
market. First, the size 
of the social network 
of incumbent digital 
platforms has resulted 
in network effects. In 
other words, the ser-
vice provided by the 
platform gets more valuable as the user 
base gets larger.10 Second, the high cost 
of switching platforms for consumers e.g., 
losing their social network and data) disin-
centivizes them from doing so, further em-
powering the largest firms. Moreover, when 
innovative rising competitors do emerge, 
they get bought up or copied by incumbent 
platforms. All the latter has resulted in a high 
barrier of entry for other competitors and 
the concentration of the market.11 Monop-
olies are particularly problematic in social 
media markets because digital platforms are 
information gatekeepers. By having power 
over what content society sees, social media 
companies have gained influence over po-
litical, cultural, and economic spheres. Un-
der the status quo, misinformation, polariza-

tion, and hate speech have been flourishing 
through digital platforms. This has further 
implications for countries in the Global 
South, given their distinct political climate 
and how much more the internet is accessed 
through social media platforms.

By neglecting to take into consideration 
the local politics and higher reliance on 
digital platforms of countries in the Global 
South, a monopolized social media market 
has resulted in further harm to consumers. 
Myanmar, where Facebook dominates 99 

percent of the social 
media market, serves 
as an example of the 
exacerbated issues of 
a social media mo-
nopoly. In Myanmar, 
as in many low- and 
middle-income coun-
tries, many users lack 
awareness of the inter-
net beyond the Free 
Basics app and rely 
heavily on social me-

dia as their source of news.12 This power 
over online information and accessibility 
to the internet is imperative, especially in a 
country in the midst of a political conflict. 
For instance, the publishing of harmful 
content has been found to play a relevant 
role in fueling hatred toward the Rohing-
ya people, an ethnic Muslim minority in 
Myanmar. Harmful content, such as pro-
paganda and hate speech, has proliferated 
over the last years.Digital platforms have 
tried to keep up by developing in-house 
policies to regulate harmful content on 
the platform. For example, both Meta’s 
and YouTube’s removal of hate speech 
increased by tenfold in two years.13 How-
ever, they have under-invested in content 
safety systems for non-English languages, 
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despite the fact that the bulk of their users 
have a different lingua franca: 72 percent 
of Facebook, 62 percent of Instagram, and 
57 percent of all TikTok’s users are outside 
of North America and Europe.14 At the peak 
of Myanmar’s military crackdown and eth-
nic violence, Facebook had only a couple 
of Burmese speaking 
moderators and none 
of them were phys-
ically present in the 
country. 15This was the 
case even though the 
platform was warned 
of potential social 
conflict by local civil 
society organizations 
and academics. Myan-
mar’s conflict, which 
has already forced 
more than 700,000 Rohingyas to migrate 
due to violence, reflects how social media’s 
self-regulation efforts entail another layer 
of responsibility due to theirmonopolistic 
presence in the Global South.16

Furthermore, social media’s sophisticat-
ed recommendation algorithms have been 
misused by third parties to target relevant 
audiences and shape their perceptions. In 
the Global South, this has been particular-
ly exploited by authoritarian governments 
and other regional political actors as a tool 
for persuasion and oppression.17 In the Phil-
ippines, for instance, President Rodrigo 
Duterte’s increasingly authoritarian gov-
ernment has carried out a misinformation 
and harassment campaign against journal-
ists critical of his regime through astroturf-
ing.18 Astroturfing refers to the intention-
al planting and spread of an idea with the 
intent to misinform to one’s advantage.19 
In other words, if you can make it trend, 
you can make it true. For example, through 

posts claiming that key oppositions in the 
media were associated with the U.S. Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Filipi-
no government successfully shaped public 
perception toward these journalists in an 
attempt to deter and discredit their work. 
For example, it was found that 26 fake so-

cial media accounts 
were used to reach 3 
million other people, 
leading to hate direct-
ed at specific opposing 
media outlets.20

Finally, even though 
problems surround-
ing social media have 
a different nature in 
the Global South, 
regulation has been 

imposed by the Global North. The global 
and “barrier-less” nature of the internet has 
brought with it jurisdiction issues of digi-
tal platform regulation. Within the current 
state of affairs, most regulation regarding 
the operations of social media has come 
from Western and high-income coun-
tries.21 Even though each country could 
stipulate its own laws to regulate platform 
companies in the Global South, they do 
not have a sufficient rule of law, nor the in-
stitutional and human resources to stand up 
for themselves. This has set up the Glob-
al North to take a "world leading stance," 
indirectly conferring its power over how 
social media law is enforced in the Glob-
al South.22 As mentioned before, there are 
important differences in the impacts due 
to idiosyncratic characteristics, which beg 
for the need of a more nuanced regulation. 
Furthermore, thus far, regulation has not 
come until social media operations become 
an issue of public interest in high-income 
countries. For example, the questionable 
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rule of law and high internet penetration 
in the Philippines made it an ideal testing 
ground for the use of social media as a tool 
for disinformation campaigns and political 
propaganda.23 However, outcries of reg-
ulation only came after the manipulation 
campaign during the 2016 election in the 
United States, despite such political decep-
tion campaigns being first tried in politi-
cally unstable countries at risk of conflict in 
the Global South.24

The policy vacuum in which social media 
companies have operated has resulted in 
harm across the world. Self-regulation, the 
status quo until now, implies a clear conflict 
of interest for firms that gain more profit 
the more they capture people’s attention. 
However, failing to recognize the rightful 
agency of the Global South in the regulation 
of these issues, and to acknowledge socio-
cultural and ethnic differences, political in-
stability, and armed conflicts, will continue 
to lead to differential outcomes. The need 
for intervention is unquestionable. The 
question that remains unanswered is how 
to do it. There are no clear-cut solutions for 
how to address these 
complex and multilay-
ered issues, not even in 
the Global North.iven 
the characteristics of 
the problem, any pol-
icy recommendation 
that strives to truly ad-
dress social media’s harms equitably should 
consider these suggestions:

• Set basic ground rules at the interna-
tional level for competition, data pri-
vacy, and transparency, as well as the 
regulation of misusing social media 
platforms.

• Provide recommendations and assis-
tance developed alongside countries 
in the Global South to make sure pro-
posed solutions can be tailored to the 
regional nuances of each country.

• Hold social media platforms account-
able in a comprehensive manner by 
putting neo-colonial practices under 
the spotlight. The Global North has to 
step up and assume its co-responsibili-
ty on the issue.

• Reach a collaborative solution across 
sectors. It is only through the under-
standing of conflicting interests that 
a true and feasible solution can be 
achieved.

Even though policy usually trails techno-
logical advancements, regulation of social 

media should serve as 
an exercise for more 
agile, global, and 
coordinated policy-
making. This might 
prove important over 
the long term as so-
cial media and society 

keep evolving. All in all, it comes down to 
checks, balances, and above all, nuance.

The policy vacuum in which 

social media companies have 
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across the world.
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INTRODUCTION 

Perspective-broadening interventions may 
help increase empathy and understand-
ing for others, but interventions have not 
been broadly implemented within the pol-
icy space, despite the strong potential for 
bridging gaps. In this article, we review 
findings from two separate applications of 
perspective-broadening interventions and 
discuss their promise for encouraging bet-
ter policymaking and increasing support 
for policies amongst the general public, 
even amongst those who may not be di-
rectly impacted. While perspective-broad-
ening interventions will not solve all policy 
problems, they are a useful and low-cost 
tool for improving public decision-making 
and community well-being.

It is Monday in a big city. Having stayed 
up late working on a tough biology assign-
ment, Nayomi—an earnest, hard-work-
ing sixth grader—rushes from bed to city 
bus without so much as a bite of breakfast. 
She barely has time to say goodbye to her 
mother, who is exhausted from working 
the night shift at the local hospital. On the 
bus, Nayomi is hungry and frustrated. She 

feels particularly upset when another bus 
rider ridicules her clearly slapped togeth-
er outfit. The bus is slower than usual, so 
Nayomi has to run from the bus stop to 
school. Once inside, the school resource 
officer teases Nayomi for wearing a scowl. 
“Smile, girl. It’s a beautiful day!” She goes 
to her first period class, and the teacher im-
mediately scolds her for being tardy. Her 
peers chortle at the sight of her running in 
late with that outfit. They all laugh. Nay-
omi has had enough. “SHUT UP!” she 
yells. Her teacher asks, “Are you saying 
that to me, too?” Nayomi responds, “YES! 
EVERYBODY, SHUT UP, PLEASE!” 
Her teacher asks the school resource officer 
to escort Nayomi to the principal’s office. 
There, Nayomi receives the first suspen-
sion of her life. It is a fateful one—one that 
reshapes her relationship with her school 
and leads to many more suspensions.

What went wrong? From the perspective 
of Nayomi’s teacher, a student came to 
class late without explanation, disrupted her 
carefully planned lesson, and then yelled at 
her. However, from Nayomi’s perspective, 
she has endured an onslaught of derision, all 
with too little sleep, on an empty stomach, 

and after a battle with public transportation. 
What would happen if Nayomi’s teacher 
were able to broaden her perspective and 
understand what Nayomi was thinking, 
feeling, and going through? Research sug-
gests this perspective-broadening would 
lead to more empathy, would discourage 
a knee-jerk reaction toward exclusionary 
discipline, and would facilitate a better rela-
tionship between Nayomi and her teacher.1

Our imagination need not stop there. What 
might happen if the school resource officer 
or Nayomi’s peers were aware of Nayomi’s 
harrowing morning? Would they pick a 
kinder greeting? Even if a joke slips out, 
might one of the students stick up for Nay-
omi rather than join a chorus of laughter? 
What of Nayomi’s principal or the superin-
tendent of her school district? Would hear-
ing about Nayomi’s morning routine en-
courage the adoption of a school breakfast 
program or experimentation with a school 
bus service? What all of these ideas have in 
common is that they would stem from ac-
tors broadening their perspective and shift-
ing their behavior accordingly. Perspec-
tive-broadening interventions (PBIs) are 
designed to catalyze this process and can 
lead actors (from peers to policymakers) to 
adjust their attitudes and actions in ways 
that encourage greater understanding and 
help communities thrive. In this article, we 
will define PBIs and characterize existing 
research about their effectiveness at improv-
ing policy outcomes, as well as discuss how 
PBIs can be used as a tool for policymakers.

EXTANT RESEARCH ON PERSPECTIVE-
BROADENING INTERVENTIONS

Perspective-broadening interventions are 
activities or experiences that are structured 
to make an individual aware of new per-

spectives. They generally fall into perspec-
tive-getting and perspective-taking interven-
tions. Perspective-getting can be defined as 
acquiring the beliefs, thoughts, and under-
standing of another’s experience.2 Perspec-
tive-getting is typically operationalized 
by hearing about another’s experience, 
either indirectly (by reading vignettes or 
watching videos,)3 or directly (via in-per-
son communication).4 In contrast, perspec-
tive-taking involves an individual attempt-
ing to imagine how another individual 
may feel or think.5 These interventions are 
often operationalized by asking an individ-
ual to imagine what it feels like when they 
encounter a specific situation.6

Extant literature suggests that PBIs can 
help bolster empathy for others, including 
both perspective-getting interventions and 
perspective-taking interventions.7 More 
specifically, both perspective-getting in-
terventions and perspective-taking inter-
ventions have even been found to help 
improve attitudes toward members of an 
out-group.8 In other words, these interven-
tions have demonstrated an ability to sup-
port empathizing with a social group that 
the target individual does not belong to. 
For example, Cook reported on an exper-
iment in which White prejudiced women 
interacted with, and received a different 
perspective from, a Black research confed-
erate in a workplace setting. Subjects were 
led to believe the Black confederate was a 
coworker and heard about their feelings 
of frustration after experiencing racist in-
cidents. Following the perspective-getting 
interactions, the White women had mea-
surably lower levels of anti-Black bias, and 
the effects sustained for many weeks.9

Perspective-broadening interventions are 
not proven to be effective in all fields or
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applications where they have been carried 
out. For example, there have been some stud-
ies, such as Epley, Caruso, and Bazemann. 
and Eyal, Steffel, Epley’s and others, that have 
found negative effects of perspective-taking 
interventions, most of which were applied 
in contexts where the target individual had 
limited to no information about the group 
they were trying to take the perspective 
of.10 Therefore, it is crucial that when uti-
lizing perspective-taking in PBIs, individ-
uals are actually informed about what the 
perspective is, rather than them potentially 
operating on heuristics and biases (i.e., per-
spective-taking should only be used in con-
junction with perspective-getting). Given 
the demonstrated value of PBIs, we explore 
these interventions in two different contexts: 
education and the criminal justice system.

PERSPECTIVE-BROADENING 
INTERVENTIONS IN SCHOOLS

In the introduction, we described the expe-
rience of a fictional middle school student 
named Nayomi who dealt with excessive 
homework; missed breakfast; braved pub-
lic transit; faced derision from community 
members, staff, and peers; was scolded for 
her tardiness; and ultimately broke down, 
yelled at her teacher, and received a suspen-
sion. We posited that her teacher might have 
been more empathetic and acted differently 
had she been aware of Nayomi’s perspective.

In a seminal randomized controlled field 
experiment, Okonofua and colleagues 
(2016) assigned 31 teachers to one of two 
conditions.11 

• Treatment — teachers received an 
intervention in which they read the 
perspectives of students regarding dis-
cipline.12

• Control — teachers did not receive stu-
dent perspectives about discipline (and 
instead read student perspectives about, 
for example, using projectors in class).

Below, included is one student perspective 
received by the treatment teachers:

In middle school, I didn’t feel like I belonged. 
It seemed like the teachers always called on the 
other students. So I didn’t pay attention in class, 
and sometimes I got in trouble. One day I got 
detention, and instead of just sitting there, my 
teacher talked with me about what happened. 
He really listened to me. And then he told me 
that he had trouble sometimes in middle school 
but that it gets better. It felt good to know I had 
someone I could trust in school.

Figure 2 of the authors’ study reviewed 
outcomes for 1,682 students taught by the 
treatment and control teachers. Students 
taught by treatment teachers (those who 
received student perspectives about and 
emotional reactions to experiences with 
discipline) were significantly less likely to 
be suspended over the course of the school 
year. Results were consistent across student 
race, sex, and prior disciplinary experienc-
es. The intervention had another import-
ant effect among students who had been 
suspended in the prior year and had prior 
disciplinary experience: those assigned to 
treatment teachers perceived their teachers 
as being significantly more respectful than 
those assigned to control teachers.13

PERSPECTIVE-BROADENING 
INTERVENTIONS IN PRISONS

PBIs were recently employed in a survey 
experiment on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
platform. The experiment focused on un-
derstanding the impact of perspective-get-
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ting and perspective-taking on support for 
prison reform. Those who were randomly 
assigned to a perspective-getting condition 
read a narrative about the experience of con-
finement written by an individual who had 
been incarcerated for 25 years.14 This nar-
rative is an example of perspective-getting: 
participants were given the opportunity to 
directly hear another person’s perspective. 

In this study, perspective-taking was em-
ployed through a simple prompt — specifi-
cally, for the perspective-taking conditions 
of the study, each of the perspective-getting 
narratives was preceded by a prompt that 
asked participants to try to put themselves 
in the author’s shoes. (See table below for 
the exact narrative and prompt text used).
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This study found that perspective-getting, 
in comparison to information alone, im-
proved self-reported support for policy 
reform. Additionally, results from an ex-
ploratory analysis found that the addition 
of a perspective-taking prompt may bol-
ster intention to take action in support of 
prison reform.15

USING PERSPECTIVE-BROADENING 
INTERVENTIONS AS A POLICY TOOL

Broadly categorized, PBIs can be applied 
within two different policy applications, 
as demonstrated above: 1) informing bet-
ter policymaking and implementation 
amongst a group of stakeholders; and 2) 
encouraging more understanding of the 
potential need for pol-
icy reform and sup-
port for these reforms 
amongst the gener-
al public, including 
those who may not be 
impacted by these pol-
icies directly. There 
are many other con-
texts outside of edu-
cation and corrections 
to which PBIs may 
also have substantial 
benefit. For example, 
consider the con-
gressional representa-
tives who may make 
less-than-optimal de-
cisions that leave their 
constituents worse off. 
Existing evidence suggests that providing 
legislators with information on constitu-
ent support for a specific initiative increas-
es the likelihood of legislators voting in 
alignment with their constituents.16 It may 
be possible to take this one step further by 

utilizing a PBI to provide real-world im-
plications of how the legislation on the ta-
ble may benefit (or harm) constituents and 
improve lawmaker decision-making.

CONSIDERATIONS AND

LIMITATIONS OF PBIS

Existing research indicates that perspec-
tive-getting and perspective-taking in-
terventions have the potential to expand 
empathy and, thereby, equity.17 Howev-
er, as discovered in the prison reform PBI 
survey experiment, perspective-getting 
seemed to drive the significant effects, and 
further evidence is needed to better un-
derstand the potential for additional ben-
efits of perspective-taking in conjunction 

with perspective-get-
ting. Moreover, as 
noted previously, 
all perspective-get-
ting interventions 
are not equal. Some 
of the most effective 
perspective-getting 
interventions have 
involved subjects get-
ting perspective in 
organic environments 
(i.e., “real-world” field 
experiments rather 
than structured, highly 
controlled conditions) 
and over a lengthy 
duration.18 These in-
terventions may be 
effective, but they are 

expensive and difficult to scale. In contrast, 
the incarcerated individual PBI described 
above had modest effects, but it was fast, 
inexpensive, and, at least, logistically, it 
could be easily scalable.
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Policymakers hoping to leverage the po-
tential of perspective-getting will need to 
consider the level of involvement for the 
intervention that is appropriate. Literature 
suggests that more involved versions of 
PBIs, such as conversation-based interven-
tions or interventions where participants 
engage in perspective-broadening tasks 
for an extended period of time, may pro-
vide greater benefit.19 However, the more 
involved an intervention is, the more 
time-consuming, logistically difficult, and 
costly it will be. Therefore, designing the 
PBI so that it has the maximum potential 
impact while also making sure it can be 
appropriately implemented in the specific 
context is crucial. For example, in the PBI 
in schools experiment, they used a target-
ed randomized controlled trial to ascertain 
if a less involved version of the perspec-
tive-getting intervention for teachers was 
still effective in a larger sample, finding that 
the intervention was still effective.

FUTURE APPLICATIONS:

USING PERSPECTIVE-BROADENING 

INTERVENTIONS AS A POLICY TOOL

Of course, not all policy problems can be 
solved by PBIs. However, understanding 
where PBIs can be leveraged may be help-
ful for furthering support for policies that 
reimagine the systems and processes that 
govern our interactions or bridging gaps 
in understanding of how policies differen-
tially impact individuals or groups.

There are a number of contexts in which 
future applications of these interventions 
can and should be considered in the policy 
space. In relation to the prison reform PBI 
survey experiment, it would be ideal to test 
whether this can be scaled up and encour-
age actual support for policy reform, rather 

than simply self-reported support, which 
does not necessarily indicate that their 
support would translate to action. Such an 
intervention could be run as a field experi-
ment prior to an election. Mailers could be 
sent to registered voters with and without 
perspective-broadening narratives written 
by individuals that would be impacted by 
specific prison policy propositions in order 
to see whether this increases support for the 
proposition. PBIs may also be used to en-
courage support of reform amongst system 
stakeholders, especially frontline workers, 
given the fact that these individuals are 
directly responsible for implementing the 
reforms of interest.

Context is crucial, and interventions should 
be considered only when appropriate. Todd 
and Galinsky’s 2014 paper, as well as oth-
ers, highlights four contexts in which PBIs 
(specifically, perspective-taking) may be 
counterproductive, including these points: 
1) when participants fervidly identify with 
their own identity groups;20 2) when the 
participants are taking the perspective of ei-
ther an individual or group that is quite dis-
liked; 3) when there are long-standing con-
flicts between groups; or 4) when there is 
competition between groups.21 Therefore, 
understanding the policy context   — in-
cluding relationships between stakeholders, 
whether potential benefits of the policy are 
rival and other key contextual factors — is 
crucial when considering utilizing PBIs. 
For example, PBIs may not be ideal for ap-
plication amongst correctional officers until 
long-standing institutional problems are re-
solved or have been substantially improved.

Furthermore, literature also suggests that 
PBIs may backfire when applied amongst 
individuals that wield substantial power.22 
Thus, while efforts are certainly needed 
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to help understand and improve execu-
tive-level decision-making, PBIs may not 
be well suited for improving the way up-
per-level management or other department 
leaders make decisions.

Relationships are also crucial to consider. 
For example, in the context of a diversity 
training experiment, while Ragins and Eh-
rhardt found that participants had a great-
er understanding of the value of perspec-
tive-taking that did not necessarily lead 
to a greater ability to engage in perspec-
tive-taking — in fact, only participants that 
had cross-race friendships, not solely cross-
race contact alone, reported an increased 
ability to engage in perspective-taking.23 
Therefore, in the context of creating more 
equitably built organizations and spaces, it 
is not only the presence of diversity but the 

extent to which these spaces are inclusive 
that can help foster greater understanding 
of one another.

CONCLUSION

Perspective-broadening interventions 
present new opportunities for making 
progress in the policy context, including 
increasing support of policies that benefit 
others amongst those who do not directly 
benefit from the policy. Additionally, PBIs 
in the policy context pose a new promising 
route for fostering stronger, more empa-
thetic communities; where programs like a 
free school breakfast, a more understanding 
faculty and school administrative staff, and 
other potential outcomes that would help 
leave students like Nayomi better off could 
be realized.
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towns. As corporations sell goods and ser-
vices in these towns, profits from their sales 
leave the community and are redistributed 
to boardrooms and shareholders who pre-
dominantly live in urban centers where 
wealth continues to concentrate.4 Over 
time, this extraction of wealth takes capital 
out of local communities, financially starv-
ing businesses and the residents who stay. 
This leads to a further loss in population and 
tax revenue that fuels a vicious cycle down-
ward.5 The economic stagnation many ru-
ral communities face was worsened by the 
Great Recession, as many rural areas saw a 
slow recovery in em-
ployment and limited 
gains in entrepreneur-
ship (see Figure 1). In 
fact, the percent change 
in new businesses from 
2010 to 2016 in non-
metropolitan counties 
was almost zero, while 
more than doubling in 
metropolitan areas.6 The 
resulting lack of investment and diminish-
ing tax base often result in poor access to 
essential services, such as internet and trans-
portation infrastructure.7

This problem is typified by poor access to 
healthcare in many rural communities. Ac-
cording to the Center for Health Services 
Research at the University of North Car-
olina, Chapel Hill, rural communities in 
the U.S. saw 80 hospitals close because of 
population decline, more elderly patients, 
and rising costs, and another roughly 700 
hospitals are vulnerable to shutting.8 These 
closures not only impact residents who al-
ready face significantly higher rates of ill-
ness and are much more likely to die from 
potentially preventable diseases (see Figure 

3) but can also wreak havoc on the local 
economy given the importance of hospi-
tals as major employers.9 These trends were 
further exposed during the COVID-19 
pandemic, as infection rates and deaths 
were higher in rural areas, and the eco-
nomic effects were more pronounced.10

IMPACTS OF CORPORATE 
CONSOLIDATION

Increasing corporate consolidation is accel-
erating the rate at which financial resourc-
es are extracted from rural communities 

by suppressing wages 
for workers and limit-
ing competition. Poor 
economic conditions 
and local wealth ex-
traction are not recent 
phenomena in rural 
areas, but the rise in 
mergers and acquisi-
tions documented in 
many industries in the 

U.S. is intensifying the effects.11 The trend 
toward fewer and more powerful compa-
nies has caused deleterious effects across 
our economy.12 Rural areas are especially 
prone to the effects of market concentra-
tion on competition and pricing, as there 
is often only enough demand to support 
a few companies in any particular indus-
try. These dominant firms hold significant 
sway over prices, allowing them to extract 
excessive profits.

According to the Federal Reserve Bank 
of Richmond, “population growth” and 
“productivity growth” are the two essential 
components of sparking economic growth 
and raising the standard of living in rural 
areas.13 This report, therefore, focuses on 

Rural communities throughout the U.S. are struggling economically due to diminished economic 
activity and declining population levels as wealth and human capital are extracted from their local 
economies and concentrated in metropolitan areas. At the same time, growing levels of corporate 
consolidation in the U.S. accelerate the rate at which financial resources are extracted from these 
communities, as powerful companies use their size to suppress wages and stifle competition. The 
effects of increasing market concentration in the form of both monopolies and labor monopsonies 
pose a serious threat in rural areas, where geographic isolation and limited demand often create 
the conditions for highly concentrated markets to form. These trends worsen the existing gap in 
incomes between rural and urban areas that are a primary driver of outmigration and limit small 
business development critical to local economic activity. This report proposes several policy tools that 
together would address the suppression of workers’ wages and limited competition exacerbated by 
corporate consolidation. These solutions include implementing the following: 1) a high, non-region-
ally adjusted, minimum wage, 2) competitive labor standards that hold larger businesses in more 
concentrated labor markets to higher labor standards, and 3) competitive corporate taxation that 
would tax large companies operating in highly concentrated markets and return the revenue to local 
governments. Lawmakers need to combat the harmful effects of market concentration and champion 
efforts to address rural wealth extraction in order to help combat rising racial resentment and im-
prove standards of living for the millions of Americans in rural places.
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THE EXTRACTION OF WEALTH FROM 
RURAL AREAS

Across the U.S., rural communities are 
struggling with economic stagnation and 
outmigration as wealth and human capital 
are extracted from these local economies 
and concentrated in metropolitan (metro) 
areas. Communities that supply the natu-
ral resources our country depends on and 
stewards our wildlands continue to see 
their human capital siphoned off into cities. 
While young adults have for centuries left 
rural communities in search of more eco-

nomic opportunities in urban areas, 2010 to 
2016 marked the first time in American his-
tory that the total population living in rural 
counties decreased.1 This trend is driven 
by stalling rural birthrates that historically 
made up for the loss of residents to metro 
areas and rising mortality rates.2 And res-
idents that do leave are more likely to be 
well educated, taking with them valuable 
human capital and leadership capabilities.3

The siphoning off of resources also includes 
financial wealth that is extracted from rural 
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Corporate Consolidation in Rural America

the effects of market concentration on fac-
tors that affect population growth (namely 
lower wages in rural areas) and productivi-
ty growth (specifically, 
increasing economic 
activity and new busi-
ness formation that 
drives productivity). 
Furthermore, this re-
port uses the terms 
monopoly and mon-
opsony to describe not 
only instances where a 
single company dom-
inates an industry but 
also when cartels of a 
few companies (typically two to four) con-
trol the lion’s share of the market and use 
their size to stifle competition or manipu-
late prices.

RURAL MONOPSONY

Labor monopsonies, where workers can 
only choose from a few employers to work 
for, pose a serious threat in rural areas, where 
lower earnings relative to urban areas are a 
primary driver of outmigration. These con-
centrated labor markets negatively affect 
workers, as the dominant firms hold sway 
over levels of compensation, allowing them 
to suppress wages below the market lev-
el.14 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
median incomes in rural counties are on 
average 25 percent lower than incomes in 
urban areas.15 This gap has worsened since 
the Great Recession, as employment rates 
in non-metro counties are still below pre-
2007 levels (see Figure 1). While many fac-
tors contribute to this gap, including lower 
costs of living and average levels of educa-
tion, labor market concentration plays an 
important role.16 Researchers measuring 
the impacts of market concentration on 

earnings found that labor markets classified 
as highly concentrated (with a Herfind-
ahl-Hirschman Index score above 2500) 

are correlated with 
lower wages and that 
workers in rural areas 
are much more likely 
to be located in these 
highly concentrat-
ed commuting zones 
(see Figure 2).17 These 
effects may be quite 
large, with one study 
finding that moving 
from a market in the 
25th percentile of con-

centration to the 75th percentile is associat-
ed with a 17 percent decline in advertised 
wages.18 Researchers also found that the 
negative wage effects from labor monop-
sonies are felt across occupational skill lev-
els.19 This second finding is notable because 
the rural-urban income gap becomes more 
pronounced the greater an individual’s ed-
ucational attainment is.20

In addition to facing higher degrees of 
market concentration because of their 
physical isolation, rural workers are dis-
proportionately employed in sectors that 
have experienced increased corporate 
consolidation.21 This includes education, 
health and social services (22.3 percent of 
rural workers), manufacturing (13.8 per-
cent), retail (11.9 percent), and agriculture 
and natural resources extraction (5.5 per-
cent), all industries that employ a larger 
percentage of the workforce in rural areas 
and have experienced significant consol-
idation. Within the agricultural sector, 
meat processing is particularly consoli-
dated, with four companies controlling 85 
percent of the national beef market and 66 
percent of hog sales in 2015.22

CASE STUDY ON THE RETAIL SECTOR

Nationally, retail stores have experienced 
significant corporate consolidation, and 
employees in the retail industry, which 
employs 11.9 percent of all rural workers, 
now face fewer options to choose from, and 
firms face fewer incentives to raise wages.23 
Retail companies continue to consolidate as 
fewer corporations make up a larger share 
of the market, and individual retail compa-
nies expand horizontally to control a grow-
ing share of all retail sales (e.g., Target not 
only controlling clothing sales in a locality 
but a growing share of food sales).24 Look-
ing at the employment effects, researchers 
found that the presence of the retail giant, 
Walmart, correlated with up to a 5 percent 
decrease in wages in rural areas while hav-
ing almost no effect in urban areas.25 One 
explanation for the limited impact on urban 
wages is that while 
corporate consoli-
dation has increased 
concentration in the 
retail market nation-
ally, the remaining 
larger firms continue 
to face competition 
between each other 
in metropolitan mar-
kets. However, in ru-
ral communities with 
only enough demand 
to support one, or a few, store(s), local con-
centration is higher.

RURAL MONOPOLY

Corporate consolidation has also led to an 
increase in monopoly power within many 
rural markets that stifles competition and 
limits small business development, im-
pacting local business owners and rural 

consumers. Across the U.S. economy, gross 
profits of the top 200 companies increased 
from about 13 percent of total national 
profits to 29 percent from 1950 to 2008.26 
This consolidation fuels the extraction of 
wealth from rural communities as dollars 
that would be spent at locally or region-
ally owned stores instead flow to a small 
number of national companies and siphon 
profits out of our rural economies. These 
large companies disproportionately crowd 
out new small businesses in rural areas that 
help to spur innovation and job creation, 
making it harder for rural residents to build 
wealth and circulate it locally.

IMPACTS ON COMPETITION

If monopsony power helps explain the 
gap in rural-urban wages that is driving 
the rural population decline, monopoly 

power partially ex-
plains why so many 
rural communities are 
struggling to increase 
their economic pro-
ductivity. Large com-
panies that control a 
growing share of the 
local markets suck up 
the limited oxygen 
in rural communi-
ties, making it harder 
for small businesses 

to form and succeed.27 New businesses are 
further excluded when dominant firms use 
dubious legal challenges and other anti-
competitive practices to quell competition. 
As with employment, rural areas with finite 
demand can only support a limited number 
of businesses, and, therefore, face highly 
concentrated markets for many products.28 
The high degree of market concentration 
in rural America is increasingly curbing 
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potential innovation and job creation as-
sociated with new and small businesses.29 
While 20 percent of new businesses in the U.S. 
were launched in non-metro areas in the late 
1970s, that number has fallen to 12 percent 
in 2014, a rate that was too low to offset the 
number of rural businesses that closed.30 Fur-
ther, the start-up rate of new businesses in 
non-metro areas was only three-quarters of 
the national rate. These trends further limit 
productive growth and fuel economic de-
cline in rural America.

CASE STUDY ON THE RETAIL SECTOR

The rise in market concentration within 
the retail sector is primarily driven by the 
horizontal expansion of existing firms into 
other markets, and as a result, fewer stores 
now control the sales of more goods and 
services. The impact in rural towns is often 
that many locally owned shops within the 
community have been replaced by a few 
megastores. In fact, researchers found that 
this horizontal expansion explains about 
99 percent of the rise in national concen-
tration from 1992 to 2012.31 The increasing 
size and market share of these companies 
crowd out small businesses, making it 
harder for new businesses to form.

IMPACTS TO CONSUMERS

As the U.S has experienced greater consol-
idation, monopolies in many markets have 
the potential to raise prices for consumers, 
and evidence suggests companies in con-
centrated industries abuse their power to 
raise prices across geographic regions.32 
While this effect on retail and other sales is 
important for regulators to consider, it may 
not be as significant of a factor in explain-
ing rural economic stagnation, as these ar-
eas continue to enjoy notably lower costs 

of living and suffer instead from a lack of 
human and financial capital, rather than ex-
cessively high retail prices.33

HOW TO ADDRESS THE EXTRACTION 
OF RURAL WEALTH

Legislators must stem the flow of resourc-
es and capital out of rural communities 
by seeking to address the suppression of 
workers’ wages and limited competition, 
exacerbated by corporate consolidation. 
As entrepreneur Nick Hanauer put it, “It’s 
not corporate size that we mean to rein in, 
but the economic exploitation, concen-
tration, and extraction that tends to come 
with it.”34 While antitrust enforcement is 
a critical tool to break up excessively large 
companies engaged in anticompetitive 
practices, the overall trend toward market 
consolidation in the U.S. is unlikely to go 
away.35 The isolation that defines rural ar-
eas and predisposes communities to high 
market concentration indicates that other 
approaches are necessary to reverse the ex-
traction of rural wealth. Rural communi-
ties in the U.S. face a host of issues that are 
driving stagnation and outmigration, and 
there is much work to be done in areas such 
as education policy, healthcare reform, and 
infrastructure development that are essen-
tial to reimagining what rural communities 
look like in the twenty-first century.36

To add to this conversation, this report 
highlights several policy solutions that ad-
dress the effects of market concentration 
on rural economies, and in particular, the 
impacts on wage suppression and limit-
ed competition. While consolidation has 
spurred other harms including excessively 
high rates for consumers and low prices for 
small-scale producers, limited competition 
has an especially pernicious effect on the 
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ability of rural economies to generate eco-
nomic growth, and wage suppression is a 
driving factor in rural population decline. 
The following policy solutions of a high, 
non-regionally adjusted minimum wage, 
competitive labor standards, and a com-
petitive corporate taxation scheme focus 
on promoting fair competition and wealth 
creation in rural America.

ADDRESSING LABOR MONOPSONY

HIGH, NON-REGIONALLY ADJUSTED 

MINIMUM WAGE

The rural-urban wage gap is a primary driv-
er of outmigration in rural areas and imple-
menting a high, non-regionally adjusted 
minimum wage is critical to closing this 
gap. To account for the higher cost of living 
in large cities, some states have adopted re-
gionally adjusted minimum wage laws that 
allow employers to pay less in more remote 
areas of the state.37 However, this approach 
may actually negatively impact rural areas 
by worsening the outmigration that stems 
from the rural-urban wage gap and failing 
to address the downward pressure on rural 
wages caused by labor monopsony.38 In-
stead, federal lawmakers should pass a high, 
non-regionally adjusted minimum wage to 
accomplish these goals:

1. Combat wage suppression driven by mon-
opsony power to help raise earnings for rural 
workers in low-wage sectors.
Despite concerns around negative em-
ployment effects, a growing body of ev-
idence suggests that minimum wage in-
creases have minimal, if any, negative 
effects on employment while raising wag-
es for many at the bottom of the income 
distribution.39 Research suggests that 
minimum wage increases in low-wage 

counties, which rural areas often are, saw 
greater increases in wages as well as re-
ductions in household and childhood pov-
erty.40 A high minimum wage is critical to 
combat the downward pressure on wages 
documented in highly concentrated rural 
labor markets. Further, a high minimum 
wage that creates a floor for all workers 
would inject much needed capital into 
these communities, returning a portion of 
wealth that is currently siphoned off in the 
form of excess corporate profits.

2. Help close the rural-urban wage gap in low-
wage sectors that is driving rural residents out 
of their communities.
Evidence from California’s recent mini-
mum wage increase to $15/hour suggests 
that rural areas may have the most to bene-
fit from higher minimum wages. The three 
industries most affected by the state’s new 
minimum wage employ a greater propor-
tion of the rural workforce than these in-
dustries do nationally, with 16 percent of 
retail workers, 15 percent of food service 
workers, and 8 percent of healthcare work-
ers seeing a raise after the law was passed.41 
In contrast, a regionally adjusted minimum 
wage would accelerate rural out migration 
and center lower-wage work in rural areas.42

3. Return a portion of wealth that is currently si-
phoned off in the form of excess corporate profits 
to rural communities in the form of wages.
Rural economies need more wealth in cir-
culation to stimulate economic activity, 
and a high minimum wage that creates a 
floor for all workers would also inject much 
needed capital into these communities.

COMPETITIVE LABOR STANDARDS

Competitive labor standards (CLSs) that 
hold larger businesses in more concentrated 
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3. Divert wealth currently extracted from rural 
workers back into the economy, increasing the 
buying power of rural residents and promoting 
economic growth. As with a high minimum 
wage, CLSs would help return income that 
is currently leaving these communities in 
the form of excessive corporate profits to 
workers in the community by addressing 
those in middle-income positions who are 
currently not fairly compensated.

POTENTIAL CONCERNS: CLSS COULD 

LEAD TO LOWER STANDARDS AT 

SMALLER COMPANIES.

Notably, the federal minimum wage has 
often left many workers out, particular-
ly Black, Indigenous, and people of color 
workers who were intentionally excluded 
from early minimum wage laws and con-
tinue to be omitted 
through loopholes 
like the tipped worker 
penalty.50 It is essen-
tial that CLSs do not 
allow labor standards 
to dip for small busi-
nesses, but rather all 
workers are provided 
a baseline of compen-
sation through a high federal minimum 
wage and other labor standards and that 
CLSs then expand upon these standards 
for large employers and businesses in con-
centrated markets. One step to keep labor 
standards from lagging is to design CLSs 
as varying percentages above existing labor 
standards (e.g., companies with 1000 em-
ployees or more in very highly concentrat-
ed zones must pay a minimum wage of 125 
percent of the federal minimum wage).

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL CONCERNS: 

CLSS COULD NEGATIVELY IMPACT 

SMALL BUSINESSES BY PUSHING 

WORKERS TO WORK AT LARGE

COMPANIES.

The concern that CLSs will force small-
er businesses to raise their wages to retain 
workers is valid and needs to be taken into 
consideration. Depending on how they 
are enacted, large portions of the work-
force would not be affected by CLSs, as 
small businesses employ about 47 percent 
of the U.S. workforce. However, given 
that CLSs will leave a significant portion 
of the workforce unaffected and that high-
er paid workers, essential to innovation at 
small businesses are likely to be unaffected 
by labor standards associated with CLSs, 
small businesses are unlikely to have to 

match compensation 
levels at their larg-
er counterparts dol-
lar-for-dollar. Wages 
at small businesses 
may increase some, 
but would likely be 
lower than those at 
larger competitors 
still allowing them to 

enjoy comparatively lower labor costs. Ad-
ditionally, it is worth noting that existing 
loopholes in the minimum wage, including 
those for tipped workers, some farmwork-
ers, and family members, result in many 
workers making less than the minimum 
wage.51 An alternate approach is to raise la-
bor standards for all companies and provide 
smaller employers with grants or tax breaks 
to cover the additional labor costs. How-
ever, this tactic fails to address the unique 
challenges rural areas with only a few large 
employers face and requires consistent sub-
sidization from the government.
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labor markets to higher labor standards are 
an important policy tool to further address 
the rural-urban wage gap experienced at 
all educational attainment levels, including 
middle-income salaried workers.43 Imple-
mentation could take different forms, but 
classifying companies by both size and level 
of market concentration is likely the most 
effective way to ensure rural workers are 
compensated fairly. Under this system, la-
bor standards would be tiered, with com-
panies classified based on the number of 
employees and the degree of concentration 
in a commuting zone as categorized by the 
Herfindahl-Hirschman Index.44 Employers’ 
labor standards would 
increase as a propor-
tion above existing 
labor laws with small 
companies in uncon-
centrated markets held 
to existing federal, 
state, and local levels 
and large corporations 
operating in very 
highly concentrat-
ed commuting zones 
held to the high-
est standards. While 
CLSs could extend to 
cover various requirements for employers, 
higher minimum wages and increased sal-
ary thresholds for mandatory overtime pay 
should each be included to help rural work-
ers combat wage suppression at all income 
levels and increase competition in the local 
economy.45 Federal lawmakers should enact 
CLSs that would help to accomplish the fol-
lowing:

1. Combat lower wages experienced in highly 
concentrated markets.
The minimum wage and mandatory over-
time pay are important tools to address the 

negative effects on pay that workers in 
highly concentrated markets experience as 
a result of monopsony power. CLSs recog-
nize the downward pressure on wages and 
require large companies who are operating 
in concentrated markets to compensate 
workers fairly.

2. Help address the urban-rural wage gap that 
affects workers across all earnings levels.
Raising the earnings threshold above which 
salaried workers do not qualify for manda-
tory overtime pay would raise wages for 
many workers who currently work more 
than 40 hours a week, but are not compen-

sated with overtime 
pay.46 Federal labor 
law allows companies 
to not pay workers 
overtime for work 
over 40 hours a week 
if a worker earns a sal-
ary of $35,568 or more 
(~$17/hour).47 This re-
sults in higher educat-
ed, middle-manage-
ment leadership often 
being overworked 
and under compen-
sated in noncompeti-

tive markets, such as rural areas.48 In effect, 
this means a company can hire two salaried 
workers and have them work 60 hours per 
week without overtime, instead of hiring 
three employees working 40 hours a week 
to do the same amount of work.49 Requir-
ing larger, more concentrated employers 
to pay middle-income workers overtime 
would both raise the workers’ income lev-
els and increase the number of middle-class 
jobs in rural areas, as companies would hire 
additional employees to limit the costs of 
overtime pay.

Higher minimum wages and 

increased salary thresholds 

for mandatory overtime pay 

should each be included to help 

rural workers combat wage 

suppression
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ADDRESSING POTENTIAL CONCERNS: 

COMPANIES WILL PASS COSTS ON TO 

CONSUMERS OR CLOSE DOWN.

If these commuting zones are, as research 
suggests, experiencing monopsony pric-
es, then employers’ control over the labor 
market allows them to raise prices above 
the fair market price, and raising wag-
es closer to the market equilibrium level 
will only cut into these companies’ exces-
sive profits.52 However, the effects of CLSs 
should be studied before being federally 
implemented. One method of testing this 
approach may be to assess California’s phas-
ing in of the minimum wage, which allows 
businesses with less than 26 employees an 
extra year to reach the state’s new $15 per 
hour minimum wage.53 While this phase-in 
time is temporary and only targets size and 
not market concentration, it may reveal 
how differences in employment costs based 
on firm size impact competition.

ADDRESSING RURAL MONOPOLY

COMPETITIVE CORPORATE TAXATION

To further spur com-
petition in rural com-
munities, the federal 
government should 
impose a tax on large, 
national companies 
operating in highly 
concentrated markets 
and return the tax rev-
enue to county gov-
ernments where mo-
nopolists operate. This 
approach, described in 
this report as com-
petitive corporate taxation (CCT), would 
levy a tax on large companies in highly and 

very highly concentrated counties (as clas-
sified by the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index). 
The revenue from this tax would then be 
sent to the county in the form of a grant, 
reserved for local infrastructure spending, 
such as critical investments in technological 
connectivity, schools, and hospitals. In part, 
this proposal revives previous rural commu-
nity funds generated by taxation of mineral 
and timber sales, which have been removed 
under new laws.54 Implementation of CCT 
could take various forms, including impos-
ing something like an additional businesses 
and occupations tax on companies above a 
certain size in these markets or directly tax-
ing sales or profits made by these companies 
in concentrated markets.55 Federal lawmak-
ers should enact a CCT scheme that would 
promote growth in rural areas:

1. Distribute wealth back to rural communities 
that is currently extracted as corporate profits in 
the highly concentrated markets.
CCT would help communities win back 
the cream that is currently skimmed off 
by monopolies, limiting the seep of mon-
ey out of rural areas by taxing away excess 
profits that companies currently enjoy. 

CCT serves to curb 
the effects of corpo-
rate consolidation 
and horizontal expan-
sion that worsen rural 
wealth extraction by 
returning tax revenue 
to the local govern-
ment for investments 
in local infrastructure. 
By providing counties 
in concentrated mar-
kets with additional 
tax revenue, commu-

nities would be able to invest in areas like 
education and healthcare that improve the 
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quality of life in rural areas and help to at-
tract new residents.56

2. Recognize that rural areas continue to enjoy 
relatively low costs of living, but face a lack of 
available capital for community investment.
While rural consumers may face higher 
costs as a result of market concentration that 
allows sellers to raise prices artificially, most 
rural residents still enjoy low costs of liv-
ing.57 CCT is an appropriate intervention as 
the tax scheme focuses less on trying to low-
er modestly higher costs and instead focuses 
on retrieving the profits that large compa-
nies are extracting from the local economy. 
CCT could be a critical tool for increasing 
investment and new business formation in 
rural communities, the absence of which is 
helping to drive rural decline.58

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL CONCERNS: 

COMPANIES WILL PASS COSTS ONTO 

CONSUMERS OR CLOSE DOWN.

If, as research suggests, large companies in 
these settings are using their size to raise 
prices above fair market levels, taxing these 
monopolies will simply keep them from en-
joying excessive profits.59 As an example, let 
us imagine that in a rural town, the equi-
librium price for a can of paint is $20 in a 
competitive market, but Home Depot is us-
ing its monopoly power to charge $25. The 
company will continue to sell the good even 
if a $5 tax is imposed on them for selling the 
paint, as selling it will yield more value (the 
profits associated with selling the can at $20 
that other firms enjoy in competitive mar-
kets) than not selling it at all. Furthermore, 
Home Depot will not want to pass all of the 
$5 tax on to consumers, as doing so would 
raise the price to $30, at which fewer people 
will buy the paint. While consumers in the 
market still see a $25 can of paint, the $5 in 

profits has shifted away from the sharehold-
ers of Home Depot and toward the local 
government. Research should, of course, be 
conducted to determine what the effects of 
CCT would be on the economy, and what 
the appropriate rate is for a tax on large 
companies in concentrated markets to avoid 
the closure of large businesses that provide 
essential services in rural communities.

ADDITIONAL POLICY TOOLS

While not the focus of this report, the 
following tools should also play an import-
ant role in curbing rural wealth extraction.

1. Antitrust Law: Despite the erosion of their 
enforcement, antitrust laws are still the first 
line of defense to checking excessive mar-
ket concentration. Regulators must prose-
cute companies who employ illegal practic-
es to undermine their competitors and use 
their existing authority to block mergers 
that harm competition. Antitrust legal doc-
trine must also be modernized and regula-
tors should look beyond consumer welfare 
when considering antitrust enforcement.60

2. Regulatory Reforms: Lawmakers and 
federal regulators should outlaw corporate 
policies that increase friction in the labor 
market, including unnecessary non-com-
petes and non-poaching agreements.

3. Pro-Union Laws: Illegal union busting 
tactics commonly used by large corporations 
must be prosecuted more forcefully, and pol-
icymakers should make it easier for workers 
to form unions and collectively bargain.61

4. Promoting Cooperatives: Buyer- and 
seller-owned cooperatives are an underuti-
lized tool to increase competition and pro-
vide rural residents with fair prices. This 
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business model is used to a limited extent in 
industries where consumers and small-scale 
producers face monopolies or monopsonies, 
such as farming, logging, banking, and re-
tail.62 Structured as not-for-profit businesses 
that are collectively owned by the consum-
ers or sellers, cooperatives provide useful 
services to rural communities while remov-
ing the incentives to extract profits that are 
baked into for-profit companies. Methods 
of promoting rural cooperatives include: 1) 
public incentives such as grants, loans, and 
tax incentives,63 2) publicly chartering public 
service cooperatives, like the Bank of North 
Dakota, or 3) buying regional monopolies 
or monopsonies and converting them to 
buyer- or seller-owned cooperatives.

WHY WE MUST ACT

Rural communities across the U.S. struggle 
with diminishing economic activity and 
population loss, and corporate consolida-
tion is accelerating the rate at which wealth 
is extracted from these areas by suppressing 
workers’ wages and stifling competition. 
These trends worsen the existing rural-ur-
ban wage gap that is a primary driver of 
outmigration and limit new business devel-
opment that is critical to economic produc-
tivity. As Democratic lawmakers have failed 
to enact policies that would reverse the de-
cline of rural communities, Republican rep-
resentatives from these districts increasingly 
blame people of color and immigrants for 
poor economic conditions, fueling a rise 

in racially motivated violence64. Democrats 
must offer an alternative narrative for rural 
communities, and it starts with advancing 
policies that address the impacts of market 
concentration and developing a compelling 
vision for twenty-first century rural Amer-
ica. Combating corporate consolidation in 
rural areas is essential to not only improve 
the quality of life for the many Americans 
who live in non-urban areas, but also to 
tackle the underlying causes of econom-
ic decline that help fuel racial resentment.

Legislators can, and must, stem the flow 
of capital out of rural communities by ad-
dressing the suppression of workers’ wag-
es and limited competition exacerbated by 
corporate consolidation. The implemen-
tation of a high, non-regionally adjusted 
minimum wage, CLSs, and a CCT scheme 
would help directly raise wages and pro-
mote new business formation in our rural 
economies. In conjunction with robust 
antitrust enforcement, regulatory reforms, 
pro-union laws, and the promotion of co-
operatives, these policies can address the 
deleterious effects of market concentra-
tion on our local economies. At this critical 
moment in history, Democratic lawmak-
ers should champion efforts to curb rural 
wealth extraction, in order to combat ris-
ing racial resentment and improve the lives 
of rural Americans who help supply our 
nation with the food and natural resources 
we all depend on.
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FIGURES

Figure 1

Source: Olugbenga Ajilore and Caius Z. Willingham, “The Path to Rural Resilience in America,” Center for 
American Progress, 2020,
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2020/09/21/490411/path-rural-resilience-amer

Figure 2

Source: Ioana Marinescu, "Boosting Wages When US Labor Markets Are Not Competitive," Washington:
Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2021,
https://equitablegrowth.org/boosting-wages-when-u-s-labor-markets-are-not-competitive/.
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Jaemie (SCiPP):

Hello, my name is Jaemie. I am a first-year 
dual MPP/MPH.1 I am a member of BPPJ 
and the SCiPP Advocacy Committee. It’s a 
pleasure to meet with you.

Michelle (BPPJ):

My name is Michelle. I'm a first-year MPP, 
and I use she/her pronouns. 

Amarpreet (DiPP):

I can go ahead and introduce myself. My 
name is Amarpreet. I am a fifth-year un-
dergraduate student at Berkeley, studying 
social welfare with a minor in public pol-
icy. And I'm the founder and president of 
DiPP.

Mandip (DiPP): 

My name is Mandip. I'm a fourth-year 
studying political science and public policy 
at Berkeley. And I am one of the events and 
outreach co-chairs for DiPP

Jaemie (SCiPP):

Please tell us about your students’ or-
ganization Diversity in Public Policy 
(a.k.a. DiPP). Who are your members? 
What is your mission? And what are 
your goals and priorities?

Amarpreet:

Our mission is to foster a community of 
support for undergraduate students of col-
or interested in pursuing either a career in 
public policy or graduate studies in public 
policy. Raising awareness of our existence 
is one of the first steps to success as a new 
organization.

Jaemie:

Could you also tell us about your mem-
bership? How big are you?  And what 
are your goals as a student organization, 
especially because you're still new?

Amarpreet:
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We have a LISTSERV of more than 100 
students, and it’s growing. Our LISTSERV 
consists of anyone who has demonstrated 
interest in being a part of DiPP, signing 
up either for emails to follow our updates 
or to participate as a more active member. 
Our events are open to everyone on our 
LISTSERV.

We have about 20 to 30 active members 
who regularly attend our meetings. Our 
events have a larger turnout with people 
that aren't necessarily active members, but 
who have heard about the events, either 
because they're in the public policy minor 
or because they’ve been connected to our 
LISTSERV through word of mouth. 

In terms of our goals and priorities, giv-
en that UC Berkeley’s Goldman School 
of Public Policy (GSPP) is a heavily 
White-dominated space, a lot of GSPP’s 
resources go to White students. Our goal is 
to divert those resources and make sure that 
students of color are 
getting them as well. 

We're currently in the 
process of strength-
ening our ties with 
GSPP. I recently had a 
meeting with GSPP’s 
Assistant Dean Annie 
Campbell Washing-
ton, and I will have a 
meeting with Dean 
David C. Wilson 
soon, as well, to dis-
cuss how GSPP can support DiPP. Having 
worked in policy for about four years, this 
semester I've been leveraging my own re-
sources and connections for the students of 
the organization. But, next semester, we 
will have access to more through GSPP — 

to the alumni network, the career services, 
and admissions officers, etc.

Oftentimes, there are many resources, but 
marginalized students just don't know 
about them. I think that's even true at UC 
Berkeley itself. Berkeley has so much at 
its disposal, but if you're a first-generation 
student, or a low-income student, for ex-
ample, you might not know about support 
systems that are right in front of you. Our 
organization definitely aims to connect 
students to resources.

Michelle:

Thank you. Is there anything further 
from Mandip?

Mandip:

As for events and outreach, one of our pri-
orities is to make sure that the events that 
we produce cater to the interests of the 

people within our or-
ganization. Policy is 
such a huge field, and 
a lot of people don't 
know how overarch-
ing it really is. We re-
cently [held] the Ca-
reers in Policy event, 
and we had people 
from public policy 
in different levels of 
government, from 
NGOs, working for 
tech companies, and 

nonprofits. It's really important to make 
sure people are aware of [the expanse of 
opportunities available to them in policy].

Jaemie:

Berkeley has so much at 

its disposal, but if you're a 

first-generation student, or 

a low-income student, for 

example, you might not know 

about support systems that 

are right in front of you. Our 

organization definitely aims to 

connect students to resources.

Interview with Amarpreet Kaur and Mandip Bagri

Do you have any further examples of 
what kind of resources you're trying to 
pursue — if it's similar or different?

Amarpreet: First, we are trying to get more 
access to alumni and professionals who 
work in the field. Second, we are pursu-
ing mentorship op-
portunities. We are 
establishing mentor-
ship and interview 
programs to jumpstart 
next semester. Finally, 
we try to inform our 
members of scholar-
ships and fellowships 
through a newsletter with upcoming op-
portunities and what the deadlines are.

Michelle:

What are DiPP’s successes and achieve-
ments? And what challenges does DiPP 
face?

Amarpreet: 

A really big success is just that our orga-
nization exists. As I mentioned, I've been 
around policy for the past four years. 
Whenever an undergraduate that's inter-
ested in policy who has some type of di-
verse identity tells a professor, “Hey, I'm 
interested in public policy,” the professor is 
probably going to tell you one thing, and 
it's, “Have you heard of PPIA?” 

Editor’s note: PPIA stands for the Public Pol-
icy and International Affairs organization. It 
holds five junior summer institutes across the 
nation. One of them is at UC Berkeley, called 
the PPIA Junior Summer Institute at UC 
Berkeley. It is a seven-week intensive program 
focused on building analytical and quantitative 

skills in order to prepare students for graduate 
work in public policy, international affairs, and 
law. It aims to elevate students and the needs of 
historically under-served communities. 

Public Policy and International Affairs’ 
programs are extremely comprehensive, 

and PPIA is one of the 
only organizations 
offering programs 
for undergraduate 
students of color or 
marginalized students 
interested in public 
policy. I'm a PPIA 
alum. I did the PPIA 

Junior [Summer] Institute at Carnegie Mel-
lon University. The program is amazing 
and beautiful for undergraduate students of 
color in policy, but it's a very narrow, albeit 
deep, pipeline. It's a really, really competi-
tive program. It’s super selective, and not 
many people get in.  Those who do get in 
get access to all these resources. But most 
people don't get in, and they aren’t tapped 
into that pipeline. These people are looking 
for support from organizations like DiPP. 
We're the only student organization that 
supports undergraduate students of color in 
public policy. And if we don't help, what 
happens to them? [My concern over the 
lack of support for those people who don’t 
get into PPIA . . . ] was the motivation for 
starting DiPP at Berkeley's campus.

I have a lot of peer undergraduates across 
the nation who are interested in policy 
and policy work. Having spoken to most 
of them, I can't think of any other cam-
pus that has an undergraduate club like this 
that's catered to undergraduate students of 
color interested in policy. Our existence 
in itself is one of the biggest successes in 
Berkeley — [before DiPP].

We're the only student 

organization that supports 

undergraduate students of 

color in public policy.
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It is surprising that nothing like this existed 
at Berkeley before DiPP — at Berkeley, one 
of the most progressive universities, one of 
the most liberal universities in the nation. 
You would think, at least, Berkeley would 
have an organization like this. Otherwise, 
I'm fairly confident most of the universi-
ties don't. So, the fact that it's even being 
started is a great success in itself. I do have 
opportunities available  to start chapters at 
other campuses across the nation and make 
this bigger than just Berkeley because it's 
not just a Berkeley issue, it's a nationwide 
issue: the lack of resources for undergrad-
uate students of color. But, for now, I’m 
focused on DiPP.

Other small achievements — we 
jump-started in the middle of this semester, 
during the pandemic, and we were able to 
pull off one large-scale event relatively last 
minute. That's a big accomplishment.

One of our challenges is that there are a 
lot of people who wanted to be part of the 
organization even though they are not stu-
dents of color. I did get a few emails saying, 
“Hey, I'm not a student of color. But I'm 
a first-generation stu-
dent. And I'd still like 
to join.” There were 
some people who 
were not people of 
color at all, but they 
still joined. One of 
my challenges as a president was deciding 
where I draw the line. Do I tell them they 
can't be part of this organization? Or am I 
doing an injustice by denying resources to 
someone who wants resources? And that's 
still a challenge. We had to figure out what 
to do about students who are not the tar-
get audience but are still in the space. They 
are taking up space in a field where they 

already have plenty of space. So that is defi-
nitely one of the challenges. Ultimately, we 
decided we will only accept students who 
identify as people of color. But, it was a dif-
ficult decision.

Also, getting our organization institution-
alized, there are many professors who are 
super excited about it, but we want to make 
sure that this organization doesn't live and 
die with us. We want DiPP to continue for 
many years to come. That's something that 
we're trying to work through right now by 
building roots with GSPP.

Mandip:

One of the biggest successes I've seen with 
DiPP is just how it’s created space for un-
dergrads and helped people realize that 
policy is an avenue you can pursue. I have 
run into a lot of people also minoring in 
policy, and they're interested in policy as a 
career or further education choice. There 
just was never a space for us as undergrad-
uates to say, “Well, how can I make change 
in public policy as a person of color? How 
do I make that a reality?” It's really cool 

that this is something 
people see they are 
actually able to pur-
sue. That's one of the 
biggest successes of 
the organization.

Jaemie:

Amarpreet mentioned that one of the 
successes for DiPP was holding an offi-
cial event. Could you tell me a little bit 
more about what the event was? And 
why or how do you consider it a success 
and what was the impact of it?

We want to make sure that this 

organization doesn't live and 

die with us.

Amarpreet:

It was a “Careers in Policy” event. Together 
with Mandip and Jolene, the other Events 
and Outreach chair, we put it together in 
less than two weeks.  I invited people that 
I already knew who worked in the [public 
policy] space to join a panel and discuss their 
careers in policy. We pursued a diverse panel 
of people who work in public policy in local 
and federal government at a private compa-
ny and a nonprofit. We had four people on 
the panel. We had Josephine Hahn, a senior 
analyst at the Brennan Center for Justice. 
We had Shereda Nosakhare, chief of staff 
for the mayor of Oakland. We had Justine 
Lazaro, who is in the United States Govern-
ment Accountability Office, and Shannon 
Zhang, a policy specialist at Google.

Jaemie: 

What was the lasting impact that this 
event had on your members and your 
organization?

Mandip:

We got so much interest in this panel that 
we had to turn people away. We hope to 
turn it into a recurring event, and have 
panels throughout next semester, so there 
will be opportunities for everyone to at-
tend at least one event. It's a great way to 
expose people in our organization to the 
variety of careers, potential further edu-
cation, and other avenues one can take in 
policy. The events help attendees create 
personal connections with the panelists, 
talk with people through email, listen, and 
ask questions, exchange contact info. My 
network has expanded as a result of the 
event, and a lot of other people in our or-
ganization also felt that.

Amarpreet:

The policy field is still so White and 
male-dominated, and the panelists were 
able to be very candid about their expe-
riences. They were all women of color. 
Questions that might not usually be asked 
were asked, such as, “What is it like to be a 
person of color in a primarily White-dom-
inated space?” The panelists gave candid 
responses that maybe some people didn't 
want to hear, but anyone entering these 
policy spaces should know. Hearing their 
responses had a big impact on me and other 
people as well.

Michelle: 

Why is diversity important in public 
policy?

Amarpreet:

Throughout history and even today, some 
of the worst policy decisions have been 
made by people that have no proximity to 
the issues. The effects of those poor pol-
icy decisions linger for decades, and it's 
marginalized communities, low-income 
communities of color, that tend to over-
whelmingly bear those negative effects. 
That's why it's really important for people 
that have personal experiences to be at the 
forefront of making those decisions; people 
with lived experiences talking to legislators 
or being legislators themselves, making 
sure their communities are being uplifted 
and not marginalized. 

I am a first-generation college student, 
and I'm a low-income student. One of my 
most salient identities is my ethnic back-
ground. I'm Punjabi Sikh; that's an ethnic 
religion. We make up 0.1% of the U.S. 
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population. There have been many policies 
that have negatively impacted my commu-
nity, and there's not much representation, 
if any, of Sikhs in government and politics. 
At the congressional level, there is a Sikh 
Congressional Caucus, but not a single 
Sikh person that sits on that caucus, which 
I think is absolutely flabbergasting. 

One of the leaders of 
the Sikh Congressio-
nal Caucus refused to 
acknowledge the Sikh 
genocide committed 
by the Indian govern-
ment.2 This is one of 
the most traumatizing 
and important events 
that the Sikh commu-
nity faced. The leader 
stated that any mat-
ters dealing with the Indian government 
shall be dealt with by the Indian Caucus. 
However, because the Indian Caucus has 
opposite interests than that of the Sikh 
Congressional Caucus, the Indian Caucus 
has never and will never recognize that the 
Sikh genocide ever even happened.

That's a prime example of poor policy deci-
sions being made by people with no prox-
imity to the issue. And hearing things like 
that is definitely a big motivation for me 
to pursue policy — to make sure my com-
munity is being represented, and to do my 
part by learning about other communities. 
I can do my part to uplift those communi-
ties, and make sure that even if I don't share 
personal experiences of certain identities, I 
make sure people from those communities 
are at the forefront and that their voices are 
being heard.

Diversity in public policy is incredibly im-
portant. That's why our organization ex-
ists. There's been increasing support for 
diversity at the graduate level for policy, 
but not at the undergraduate level. A lot 
of undergraduates want to participate in 
making positive changes in society decide 
to be pre-law because they don't know that 

policy exists. Once 
they learn about pol-
icy, a lot of them re-
alize policy is their 
true passion. That 
happened to me. Pol-
icy is exactly what I'd 
like to do. But, it’s still 
uncommon for un-
dergraduates to learn 
about policy as an op-
tion because there is 
not that much support 

for diverse students at the undergraduate 
level. It is important to start the resource 
pipeline as early as possible. The pipeline is 
primarily started at the graduate level, but 
the goal for DiPP is to start that pipeline 
even earlier.

Michelle:

As a member of DiPP, what have you 
personally gained?

Mandip

DiPP has helped expand my own network 
with peers, other undergraduates, as well as 
people at Goldman and people that already 
have careers in policy. It has helped me so-
lidify what I want to do in the future. After 
I graduate, I would like to apply to an MPP 
program. Before DiPP, I didn't know how 
to do that.

I can do my part to uplift 

those communities, and make 

sure that even if I don't share 

personal experiences of certain 

identities, I make sure people 

from those communities are 

at the forefront and that their 

voices are being heard.

Michelle:

What does the future hold for DiPP? 
And what do you see for the next wave 
of DiPP students?

Amarpreet: 

I hope that DiPP grows bigger and bigger. 
I hope that eventually every student of col-
or who is a public policy minor joins DiPP 
and knows about it as a resource. I hope 
students join because there are resources 
we are able to leverage. I hope that students 
see that there are re-
sources available to 
take them really far. 
We've been deprived 
for so long. Now we 
finally have access. I 
feel like DiPP has a 
lot of prospects to grow really big, even to 
other universities across the nation. I'm not 
exactly sure what the future holds, but the 
future looks very promising.

Mandip:

A lot of our board is fourth years, but in-
terest in this organization has been so huge; 

it has taken off so quickly within the last 
few months after being established, soI 
foresee that leadership will continue on 
even after we're gone. I do think that DiPP 
has a promising future. Hopefully, we can 
recruit people that are younger, who can 
foster the organization throughout their 
years at Berkeley as undergrads, and keep 
the organization going.

Jaemie:

How can other students join your or-
ganization? Who is eligible? Or if they 

wanted to join your 
mailing list or fol-
low you on social 
media, how would 
they do that? How 
can people be more 
involved in what 

you're doing?

Amarpreet:

We have a LISTSERV that students can 
join. We plan to have social media by 
spring semester 2022. If you would like to 
join, send an email to diversityinpublicpol-
icy@gmail.com.

ENDNOTES

1. Master’s in Public Policy/Master’s in Public 
Health 

2. https://bera.house.gov/media-center/amis-
updates/rep-bera-statement-on-november-1984-
anti-sikh-violence-in-india, https://www.sacbee.
com/news/local/article2610882.html

We've been deprived for so 

long. Now we finally have 

access.
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