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Opportunity Clusters: The Twin Cities Case Study 

 

Summary 

 

Minnesota’s Twin Cities Metropolitan Area (TCMA), which includes Minneapolis and Saint 

Paul, presents a confounding example of overall regional prosperity marred by racial disparities 

in income, educational attainment, and other key indicators. These disparities are among the 

highest the United States and manifest in areas of concentrated poverty and racial segregation 

(Metropolitan Council 2014c), imposing special challenges in regional planning to advance 

social equity.  

 

This case study describes the Opportunity Clusters Framework (OCF), an equity planning 

initiative by the TCMA’s regional metropolitan planning organization (MPO), the Metropolitan 

Council, to address these disparities. The OCF informs regional transportation and housing 

plans, as well as community engagement practices. After describing the region and the 

magnitude of its existing disparities, we summarize the Council’s work to implement the OCF, 

focusing on spatially targeted improvements in transportation and accessibility to jobs, and we 

illustrate how an index of regional equity can be used to help assess the success of Council 

initiatives like the OCF. We conclude with a brief discussion of the implications of this case for 

equity planning more generally.  

 

We frame our analysis of the impacts of the OCF largely in terms of (1) the degree to which its 

principles are reflected in changes to regional planning documents—including the Regional 

Growth Framework, Transportation Policy Plan, and Housing Policy Plan—and (2) the degree to 

which OCF principles fit with ongoing transportation improvements in the region (Metropolitan 

Council 2014a; Metropolitan Council 2014b; Metropolitan Council 2015). In our analysis, we 

focus primarily on the planning process due to the relative newness of the OCF and the 

consequent lack of post-adoption socioeconomic data to measure outcomes more directly. 

 

The Twin Cities is the largest metropolitan area in the state of Minnesota, as well as a primary 

center of commerce and transportation for the Upper Midwest region in the United States. The 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) that TCMA comprises includes 16 counties in Minnesota 

and western Wisconsin, with a total population of 3,360,829—more than 60 percent of the 

population of Minnesota—and the sixth highest median income of U.S. metropolitan regions. 

The Metropolitan Council has jurisdiction over the region’s seven innermost counties, which 

together have a population of 2,978,822. Created by the state in 1967, the Council: 

• sets guidelines for local land-use planning, including targets for affordable housing 

initiatives; 

• leads regional transportation planning as the Federal Highway Administration’s 

recognized MPO; 

• operates most local and regional transit services and the regional wastewater system; and 

• helps fund regional park systems.  

The Council also administers a unique regional tax-base-sharing program intended to mitigate 

fiscal disparities among local governments. 



 

Definition of the Problem: Racial Disparities in the Twin Cities 

 

The region’s overall prosperity has not, however, been widely shared across racial lines. Black 

households in the TCMA are considerably more likely to fall into lower-income categories than 

in the nation as a whole. In addition, the Twin Cities region has one of the highest racial wealth 

gaps in the nation (Semuels 2016). 

 

To illustrate the spatial nature of disparities, the Council has mapped Areas of Concentrated 

Poverty (ACPs), census tracts where more than 40 percent of the population lives in households 

with incomes of less than 185 percent of the federal poverty standard, which in 2018 was 

$25,100 for a family of four (this income standard is set at 185 percent due to the outdated nature 

of the official federal poverty standard). Figure 1 shows income disparities among the United 

States as a whole, the 50 largest U.S. MSAs, the TCMA, all ACPs, and ACP50s (ACPs with 

greater than 50 percent people of color). 

 

Figure 1: Income Disparities by Area 

 
Source: Authors, with data from the Census Bureau and Metro Transit 

 

Though overall income inequality in the TCMA is noticeably below average for a large 

metropolitan area, residents in ACPs experience significantly different social conditions from the 

rest of the region—especially in ACP50s. These racially concentrated areas of poverty are the 

persistent outcomes of historic housing segregation, white flight, and job suburbanization (Kain 

1968; Kain 2004; Massey and Denton 1993; Massey and Tannen 2017).   

 

An Opportunities Framework for Addressing Disparities 

 

In 2014, to address disparities in access to opportunity and social mobility among ACP50s, 

ACPs, and the rest of the region, the Metropolitan Council adopted the OCF (Metropolitan 

Council, 2014c). Created to increase understanding of the mix of advantages and disadvantages 

experienced by individuals living in different areas of the region, this framework directly 

addresses the spatial component of inequality in the TCMA, dividing the region into inner, 

middle, and outer clusters (Figure 2; (Metropolitan Council 2014d)).  
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In the inner cluster, which primarily 

comprises the region’s central cities and 

parts of its inner suburbs, residents have 

high accessibility to jobs and services, but 

they also face low-performing schools, 

high rates of crime, and exposure to 

environmental hazards. In the outer 

cluster, comprising mainly outer suburbs 

and exurbs, the situation is reversed: 

Residents of this cluster have low 

transportation accessibility for jobs and 

basic services, but they also have high-

performing schools and low exposure to 

crime and environmental hazards. The 

middle cluster, comprising inner and 

middle suburbs and some parts of the 

central cities, is characterized by moderate 

levels of access and exposure to all these 

factors. 

 

 
                Source: Metropolitan Council 2014d 

 

 

Possible Strategies and Solutions: Opportunity Maps and Opportunity Cluster Maps 

 

The practice of opportunity mapping arises from the concept of spatial opportunity, which holds 

that the resources, institutions, and local culture in neighborhoods that play an important role in 

determining residents’ socioeconomic outcomes are not evenly distributed spatially throughout a 

city or a region (Galster and Killen 1995). Opportunity maps depict this uneven distribution and 

commonly include measures of education, economics, housing, transportation, public health, and 

environmental quality combined into a single index (Knaap 2017). In developing the regional 

equity analysis that produced the OCF, the Metropolitan Council also considered a cumulative 

opportunity index but rejected this approach due to the necessity to assign region-wide weights 

to each component of the index, given that individuals often prioritize components differently. 

For example, a family with several young children is likely to value good schools more highly 

than a single person (Metropolitan Council 2014c). The OCF can thus be seen as guided in part 

by a needs-based perspective of equity (Talen 1998).  

 

The Opportunity Clusters Framework is not a specific policy intervention but rather a way of 

organizing planning and policy around the importance of place to determine spatial opportunity 

in the TCMA. This analytic frame underscores differences in opportunities available to residents 

by both race and income: Notably, few ACPs and no ACP50s are located in the outer cluster. 

The result is that no ACP50 residents enjoy access to high-performing schools or low levels of 

exposure to crime and pollution. 

 

Figure 2: Opportunity Clusters 



 

Solution and Implementation: Planning for Targeted Investments in Transportation and 

Housing 

 

Based on the Opportunity Clusters Framework, the Metropolitan Council proposed four broad 

principles to guide regional planning efforts in the interest of enhancing social equity:  

1. Investing in affordable housing, education, and environmental quality;  

2. Providing a range of housing and travel choices for people of all ages, races, ethnicities, 

means, and abilities; 

3. Specifically investing in a range of affordable housing along light rail and bus rapid 

transit lines to improve regional accessibility by affordable transportation; and 

4. Engaging a full cross-section of community members in decision-making.  

These principles guided the development of ThriveMSP 2040, the current regional growth 

framework. Adopted in 2015, the framework has directed regional infrastructure and local 

comprehensive planning since, and it contained the region’s first housing policy plan in more 

than three decades (Metropolitan Council 2015).i ThriveMSP 2040 also contributed to a focus on 

connecting urban neighborhoods and suburban employment centers through transit planning. 

 

Some Preliminary Results: Improvements in Job Accessibility 

 

The OCF is relatively new, and the transportation and housing plans based on it—as well as local 

comprehensive plans guided by it—are even newer. Furthermore, the lag times in reporting the 

fine-scaled demographic and economic data needed to evaluate detailed social outcomes make 

direct analysis of the framework in practice somewhat premature. Specifically, ThriveMSP 2040 

guides local comprehensive plans, and those subsequent plans are still undergoing the public-

input and approval processes in much of the region. 

 

However, the continuing buildout of the regional transit system allows some analysis of the 

Metropolitan Council’s attempts to provide a variety of travel choices to all residents. Figure 3 

shows the number of jobs reachable in 45 minutes of transit and/or pedestrian travel in 2013 

(Figure 3a) and 2018 (Figure 3b). With the opening of a downtown-to-downtown light rail line 

and a crosstown bus rapid transit line, ACP50s see significant increases in job accessibility—in 

some cases a difference in excess of 100,000 additional jobs. Both transit lines have enhanced 

connections between disadvantaged neighborhoods and both urban and suburban employment 

centers. The buildouts of the light rail line and the bus rapid transit network followed the 

Transportation Policy Plan, whose development was in turn guided by the OCF. Though 

planning for the light rail line began in the mid-2000s, planning for the bus rapid transit line and 

bus connections to both systems largely took place after the OCF’s adoption.   

  



 

Figure 3: Transit Employment Accessibility 

 

 
 

Source: Authors, with data from the Census Bureau and Metro Transit 

 

To date, most OCF results appear in the plans it has influenced—particularly the Transportation 

Policy Plan, which guides transportation planning for all modes in the region, and the Housing 

Policy Plan, which guides planning for residential land uses in general, as well as the production 

and placement of affordable housing. 

 

The new 2040 Housing Policy Plan puts OCF-generated recommendations into practice 

(Metropolitan Council 2014a). To expand access to opportunities lacking in the inner and middle 

clusters, the framework gives considerable attention to the growing problem of housing 

affordability in the region, calling for the tying of housing plans to school district decision-

making and for regional planning as a remedy to historic housing segregation. This part of the 

OCF is controversial: Many communities in the region with highly rated school systems resist 

the addition of affordable housing, despite a continued push at the regional level (Editorial Board 

2015). The plan also calls for community- and household-level wealth-building investments in 

areas of concentrated poverty.  

 

Differences between the current Transportation Policy Plan and its previous iteration also show 

the OCF’s influence (Metropolitan Council 2014b). Most obvious is the presence of a full 

chapter in the current plan devoted to equity-based transportation planning, with a focus on 

enhancing transit accessibility in ACPs and ACP50s. Though these areas were initially 

categorized as having high accessibility, community engagement during the planning process 

identified access to suburban employment centers as a critical step to expanding opportunities for 

entry-level, living-wage jobs.  

 

In the previous plan, the highest-level consideration of equity was a single paragraph in a general 

policy chapter that called for preservation of the transit system’s historic role in serving 

a b 



 

disadvantaged populations. In that plan, increasing accessibility took an efficiency perspective 

and failed to recognize the role accessibility can play in redressing historic inequities and 

generally broadening access to employment and other opportunities for disadvantaged 

communities. The current plan, with its in-depth consideration of equity-based planning, corrects 

these oversights. 

 

Analysis and Evaluation: A Regional Equity Index Map 

 

Figure 4, produced by the authors, presents a regional equity index map that combines 

measurements of people of color, low-income households, transit employment accessibility, and 

high-school graduation rates—all expressed in standard units—into a generalized index of 

disadvantage. While lacking the ability to directly maximize both internal similarities and 

external differences of the cluster framework, Figure 4 does allow for independent evaluation of 

its spatial component. 

 

In general, high-disadvantage areas fall 

primarily into the inner and middle clusters. 

This pattern suggests that spatial trade-offs 

among opportunity factors implied by the 

OCF are not equal, at least in the context of 

the statistical distributions of the opportunity 

measures included.ii As mentioned earlier, 

however, no weighting scheme—even one 

based on the standardized distributions of each 

included measure, as ours is—can account for 

individuals’ differing needs and preferences. 

 

The OCF also appears heavily influenced by 

the spatial mismatch hypothesis. First 

proposed in the 1960s, spatial mismatch 

suggests that persistent inner-city poverty can 

be explained in large part by housing 

segregation and employment suburbanization 

(Kain 1968; Kain 2004; Fan 2012). Implicit in 

the concept of spatial mismatch is the 

assumption that sufficient opportunities to lift 

people out of poverty exist in the region—if 

only people could be connected to them. 

Planning based on the OCF partially considers this assumption: The Housing Policy Plan directly 

addresses the need to expand and preserve the affordable housing stock throughout the region 

and to expand access to a high-quality education for low-income residents and people of color. 

Neither the Transportation Policy Plan nor the Housing Policy Plan, however, consider whether 

sufficient living-wage employment opportunities exist in the region to achieve the goal of lifting 

communities out of poverty through expanded access to employment, education, and services. 

 

 

Figure 4: Regional Equity Index 

Source: Authors, with data from the Census Bureau and 

Metro Transit 

 



 

Lessons Learned: Regional Equity Planning Can Make a Difference 

 

The Opportunity Cluster Framework demonstrates the importance of having a guiding set of 

equity principles and broad equity-centered planning strategies in developing regional plans. The 

increased prominence and sophistication of equity considerations in the current Transportation 

Policy Plan is an excellent illustration: Its focus on affordable housing investment along high-

quality transit corridors expands access to opportunity for residents while allowing them to 

remain in their existing communities—demonstrating the value of employing a systematic spatial 

approach to guide equity planning. 

 

The primary lesson from this case for other regions is that, while spatially linked inequities 

engage a wide variety of planning disciplines, they are interrelated in ways that do not 

necessarily align with the planning bodies of most regional and local governments.  

 

Consequently, a consistent framework for understanding equity from a spatial perspective within 

a given region can help coordinate the actions of the myriad departments and organizations 

involved, especially in regions where transportation and housing planning are led by different 

areas of government. 

 

Implementation of a similar equity-centered planning framework in other regions would also 

involve different complexities and challenges. The TCMA boasts a unique regional governance 

structure, with an unusually powerful regional governing body regarding transportation, housing, 

and land use. Implementing an opportunity cluster framework in other regions might thus require 

a different approach that reflects the authorities and power of local institutions, potentially 

involving more peer-to-peer collaboration among local governments. Even so, the issues that the 

OCF seeks to address—spatial segregation, deepening inequality, and spatially unequal access to 

various forms of opportunity—are by no means unique to the Twin Cities region. 

  



 

References 

 

Editorial Board. 2015. "Facing the facts on affordable housing in the twin cities." Minneapolis 

Star-Tribune." January 18. www.startribune.com/facing-the-facts-on-affordable-housing-

in-the-twin-cities/288886771/  

Fan, Y. 2012. "The planners’ war against spatial mismatch: Lessons learned and ways forward". 

Journal of Planning Literature, 27(2), 153-169.  

Galster, G. C., and Killen, S. P. 1995. "The geography of metropolitan opportunity: A 

reconnaissance and conceptual framework." Housing Policy Debate, 6(1): 7–43.  

Kain, J. 1968. "Housing segregation, negro employment, and metropolitan decentralization." 

Quarterly Journal of Economics, 82(2): 175–197.  

Kain, J. 2004. "A pioneer's perspective on the spatial mismatch literature." Urban Studies, 41(1): 

7–32.  

Knaap, E. 2017. "The cartography of opportunity: Spatial data science for equitable urban 

policy." Housing Policy Debate, 27(6): 913–940.  

Massey, D., and Denton, N. 1993. American apartheid: Segregation and the making of the 

underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  

Massey, D., and Tannen, J. 2017. "Suburbanization and Segregation in the United States: 1970–

2010." Ethnic and Racial Studies, 41(9): 1594-1611.   

Metropolitan Council. 2014a. 2040 Housing Policy Plan. Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan Council.  

Metropolitan Council. 2014b. 2040 Transportation Policy Plan. Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan 

Council.  

Metropolitan Council. 2014c. Choice, Place and Opportunity: An Equity Assessment of the Twin 

Cities Region. Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan Council.  

Metropolitan Council. 2014d. "Opportunity varies by place." Choice, place and opportunity: An 

equity assessment of the twin cities region. Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan Council.  

Metropolitan Council. 2015. ThriveMSP 2040. Saint Paul, MN: Metropolitan Council.  

Metropolitan Council. 2018. "Who we are." Metropolitan Council. 

www.metrocouncil.org/About-Us/Who-We-Are/FAQs.aspx  

Semuels, A. 2016. "Segregation in paradise? Once known for their inclusiveness, Minnesota’s 

twin cities have become more divided in recent decades." The Atlantic. July 12. 

www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/07/twin-cities-segregation/490970/  

Talen, E. 1998. "Visualizing fairness: Equity maps for planners." Journal of the American 

Planning Association, 64(1): 22–38.  

 
i Though no official reason is provided for the gap between housing policy plans, the chair and members of the 

Metropolitan Council are appointed by and serve at the pleasure of the Governor of Minnesota (Metropolitan 

Council 2018). This structure places the Metropolitan Council’s under the influence of changing state-level politics. 
ii If the trade-off were equal in those terms, we would expect areas of disadvantage to be distributed more randomly 

in the region, as each cluster’s strengths could generally be expected to balance out its weaknesses. 


