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Despite significant improvements over the past few decades, Black Americans experience far 

worse economic conditions than white Americans and the population as a whole. Black workers 

and families lag behind other racial and ethnic groups in wealth, face ongoing disparities in 

income (across levels of educational attainment) and struggle to save for retirement and child 

care. At the same time, there have been marked progress in other measures like college and high 

school completion and rates of union participation. Recognizing both the progress that has been 

made over the last decades, as well as the challenges that remain, is essential to ensuring that 

every American has a positive opportunity to build and fully participate in an economy that is 

more inclusive and fair. 

Since the beginning of the publication of labor market data reflecting Black workers specifically, 

there have been significant improvements in the visibility of Black workers and families in the 

economy. Because of these and other growing sources of data, economists and policymakers are 

better equipped to recognize, explain and address the challenges and progress of Black 

Americans over the last 50 years.   

 There are three main components to this document: 

1. A series of key facts at the national level that describe many of the most significant 

economic inequities facing Black Americans. 

2. A series of national graphs showing systemic inequalities with some written analysis to 

assist with interpretation. 

3. A series of state-level tables providing more granular data on the pre-pandemic position 
of Black Americans in the economy and the impact of COVID-19. 

These materials are part of a broader initiative by the Joint Economic Committee Democrats 

throughout Black History Month. For more Black History Month related content from the JEC, 
see: 

• “Education Can Help Narrow the Racial Wealth Gap, But Structural Solutions Are 

Needed to Close It” 

• “The Economic Legacy of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre: Today’s Racial Wealth Gap” 

• “The Student Loan Debt Crisis Is Reinforcing the Racial Wealth Gap” 

• “On MLK Day, A Look at Racial Disparities in Employment, Wealth, Income and 

Health” 

https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/10/education-can-help-narrow-the-racial-wealth-gap-but-structural-solutions-are-needed-to-close-it
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/10/education-can-help-narrow-the-racial-wealth-gap-but-structural-solutions-are-needed-to-close-it
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/5/the-economic-legacy-of-the-1921-tulsa-race-massacre-today-s-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/3/the-student-loan-debt-crisis-is-reinforcing-the-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/1/on-mlk-day-a-look-at-racial-disparities-in-employment-wealth-income-and-health
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2021/1/on-mlk-day-a-look-at-racial-disparities-in-employment-wealth-income-and-health
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Key Facts 

• Despite significant economic progress over the past few decades, Black Americans 

experience far more precarious economic conditions than white Americans or the 

population as a whole. 

Unemployment 

• During most of the past 50 years, Black Americans have experienced unemployment 

rates that, were they experienced by the entire population, would be seen as recessionary. 

• Historically, the unemployment rate for Black Americans has been approximately twice 

the rate for white Americans. While the pandemic shock decreased the ratio between the 

two temporarily, the Black-White unemployment ratio is moving back toward 2:1.  

• Data collected in January 2022 show that the unemployment rates were 6.9% for Black 

workers and 3.4% for white workers. In January 2021, the unemployment rates were 

9.2% for Black workers and 5.7% for white workers. 

Income and Poverty 

• While the typical Black household’s income has risen over time, Black households earn 

just 62 cents  for every dollar earned by white households. Annualized, the gap between 

Black ($46,600) and white ($74,912) median household incomes is about $30,000. 

• Black workers are more likely to earn at or below the minimum wage than their white 

counterparts. For example, although Black workers made up only 13% of the labor force 

in 2019, they made up 18% of minimum wage workers. 

• Since the 1980s, the Black child poverty rate has been cut nearly in half. However, Black 

children are still 2.7 times  more likely to live in poverty than white children, and Black 

Americans in general are 2.4 times  more likely to live in poverty than white Americans. 

Wealth 

• In 2019, the median wealth of Black families ($24,100) was approximately one-eighth 

that of white families ($188,200).  

• While homeownership rates have risen for Black families over time, less than half (43%) 

of Black families own their homes, compared to three-quarters (74%) of white families. 

Education and Life Expectancy 

• Black Americans have experienced observable gains in educational outcomes. For 

example, high school graduation rates for Black and white Americans have nearly 

converged. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2019/06/26/black-workers-are-being-left-behind-by-full-employment/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_02042022.htm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_02052021.htm
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2021/demo/p60-273.html
https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/minimum-wage/2019/pdf/home.pdf
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-people.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm
https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/data/histtabs.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_219.70.asp?referrer=report
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• The share of Black students who are college graduates has more than doubled since 

1990, from 11% to 28%—but still lags far behind whites (from 22% in 1990 to 41% in 

2020). 

• The gap in life expectancy between Black and white Americans grew before the COVID-

19 pandemic from 3.6 years lower for Black Americans in 2017 to 3.8 years lower in 

2018. 

  

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/educational-attainment/cps-historical-time-series.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK569306/
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National Level Graphs 

Unemployment 

 

 

Historically, the unemployment rate for Black workers has been approximately double the rate 

for white workers. The initial pandemic shock temporarily decreased the difference between the 

Black and white unemployment rates to an all-time low of 2.5 percentage points in April 2020, 

as workers of all races faced historically high unemployment. Throughout the course of the 

recovery, persistent inequalities in unemployment between Black and white workers have 

returned to prior levels. The difference between the unemployment rates now stands at 3.5 

percentage points, or more than double the white unemployment rate. 

  

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2019/06/26/black-workers-are-being-left-behind-by-full-employment/
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Labor Force Participation 

 

 

Historically, there is a more than 2-percentage-point gap in the labor force participation rates of 

Black and white individuals. After plunging nearly 5 percentage points during the initial 

pandemic shock, the Black labor force participation rate has regained half of the initial loss.  
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Union Membership 

 

 

Over the last 38 years, rates of unionization have declined, and Black workers have been 

disproportionally harmed. Labor unions play a key role in helping Black workers secure higher 

wages, more comprehensive benefits and better working conditions, offering millions of Black 

workers a pathway to the American middle class.  

 

  

https://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/black-workers-unions-2016-08.pdf
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Household Income 

 

 

While median incomes for workers of all races have increased since 1972, the typical Black 

household earns 62 cents for every dollar earned by a white household. Annualized, the gap 

between Black ($46,600) and White ($74,912) median household incomes is about $30,000. The 

gap was smallest in 2000, when the median Black household made nearly two-thirds the median 

white household income, but widened during the Great Recession and well into the recovery 

before beginning to narrow again. 

  

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2020/demo/p60-270.html
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Poverty 

 

 

Black Americans are over twice as likely to live in poverty as white Americans due to disparities 

in wages, employment and family wealth. In 2019, the share of Black Americans living below 

the poverty line fell below 20% for the first time since data were first collected in 1959. 

However, as a result of the pandemic, poverty among Black Americans is rising again, as the 

effects of the pandemic have been borne disproportionately by marginalized groups,  
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Child Poverty 

 

 

More than 1 in 4 Black children live in poverty, relative to fewer than 1 in 10 white children. 

Even while Black child poverty rates have been cut in nearly half since the 1980s, Black children 

in 2021 remain nearly three times as likely to live in poverty as white children.  
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Family Net Worth 

 

 

In 2019, the ratio of white to Black wealth was nearly 8 to 1, a result of historical disparities in 

asset ownership, unemployment, wages and intergenerational wealth transfers (passing of assets 
between grandparents, parents and their children).  
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Homeownership 

 

 

Less than half of Black families own their homes (43%), compared to nearly three-quarters of 

White families (74%). The Black homeownership rate has declined since reaching a peak of 50% 

in 2004. The collapse of the housing market in 2008 hit Black homeowners particularly hard: 

Black households were over 70% more likely to have faced foreclosure than non-Hispanic White 

households.  

  

https://nlihc.org/resource/report-shows-african-americans-lost-half-their-wealth-due-housing-crisis-and-unemployment
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Retirement 

 

 

In 2019, 35% of Black families held a retirement savings account (relative to 57% of white 

families). Among those with accounts, the median Black family held savings of $35,000, or less 

than half the median retirement account balance of the median white family with a retirement 

account. This is partly due to the Great Recession, which did more damage to the retirement 

account balances of Black families than those of white families. From 2013 to 2019, the share of 

Black families holding retirement accounts fell even as the median value of Black families’ 

retirement accounts built back up to pre-Great Recession levels. 

 

  



The Economic Status of Black Americans: National and State Level Data 

Page 14 
 

Cost of Child Care 

 

 

American families that rely on child care spend an average of 22% of their net income on it. For 

Black parents, whose incomes are lower on average, that burden is even greater. Thirty-eight 

percent of Black mothers report that cost is a barrier to finding child care, making it harder for 

them to participate in the labor force. 
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High School Dropout Rates 

 

 

In the last 50 years, high school completion rates have risen significantly. In 2019, less than 6% 

of Black high school students dropped out of high school, a rate near that of white students. 
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College Graduation Rates 

 

 

Although the share of Black adults with college degrees has more than doubled since 1990, the 

gap in the share of Black and white college graduates has remained mostly unchanged. This 

indicates that while we have seen progress in education outcomes for Black Americans, the pace 

and extent has failed to substantially reduce existing racial disparities in college graduation rates.   
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Health Insurance 

 

 

Black individuals are more likely to be uninsured than their white peers. They are also more 

likely to live in states that did not expand Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act. Non-

expansion states left a coverage gap for those who are not eligible for Medicaid yet do not have 

high enough incomes to qualify for subsidized health insurance. While Black Americans make 

up 19% of the population in non-expansion states, they represent 28% of people in the Medicaid 

coverage gap. Closing the Medicaid coverage gap will continue to narrow racial disparities in 

coverage.  

  

  

https://www.cbpp.org/research/health/closing-medicaid-coverage-gap-would-help-diverse-group-and-narrow-racial
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Life Expectancy 

 

 

The life expectancy at birth for Black Americans is 74.9 years—3.8 years lower than for white 

Americans. The disparity is worse for Black men, whose life expectancy is only 71.9 years—4.5 

years lower than for white men.  

 

  



The Economic Status of Black Americans: National and State Level Data 

Page 19 
 

State Tables 

The tables below track key state level data that show geographic variation in disparities in 

employment, income, poverty, health insurance and the impact of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Across all 50 states and the District of Columbia, Black workers and families have been 

disproportionately harmed by the pandemic. 

Because of the frequency of data collection, the following tables primarily reflect data from 2019 

(except where labeled differently), before the coronavirus pandemic and the resulting recession. 

These numbers should be used as a benchmark to compare to more current information, as well 

as the national trends reflected in the graphs above. 

Below are the three categories of data: 

• Employment 

• Income and Poverty 

• Health and COVID-19 
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Employment 

 



The Economic Status of Black Americans: National and State Level Data 

Page 21 
 

Income and Poverty 
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Health and COVID-19 

 


