
The Black-White Wealth Gap
Christ, Prince of Peace Catholic Church

March 23, 2021

1

Ray Boshara* 
Senior Advisor, Institute for Economic Equity, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

Senior Fellow, Financial Security Program, The Aspen Institute
www.stlouisfed.org

* I would like to thank my Institute colleagues Ana Hernandez Kent, Lowell R. Ricketts, and William R. 
Emmons; unless otherwise noted, all data presented here are based on their research and analysis.
*These are my own views, and not necessarily the views of the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, Federal 
Reserve System, or the Board of Governors

http://www.stlouisfed.org/


Why Study Wealth, Property, Ownership? 
 Many believe that we cannot address racial justice 

without address the racial wealth gap; it is, they 
argue, the best overall barometer of racial 
progress.

 USCCB:  “To understand how racism works today, 
we must recognize that generations of African 
Americans were disadvantaged by slavery, wage 
theft, “Jim Crow” laws, and by the systematic 
denial of access to numerous wealth-building 
opportunities reserved for others… Overcoming 
racism is a demand of justice, but because 
Christian love transcends justice, the end of racism 
will mean that our community will bear fruit 
beyond simply the fair treatment of all.” (Open 
Wide our Hearts, USCCB Pastoral Letter on Racism, 
2018)

(1) Economic argument: Assets matter for 
economic resilience, security and upward 
economic mobility in ways income does not; 
this was radical idea in poverty policy when first 
introduced by Sherraden in 1991.

(2) Asset effects argument: Holding assets is 
associated with distinct social, psychological, 
emotional, child well-being, health, and civic 
outcomes not necessarily associated with 
income.

(3) Public policy argument: The U.S. has a long 
history of promoting property ownership, but 
many families have been—and remain—
excluded from these policies, contributing to 
wealth inequality. 

It was, in fact, intentional public policy choices 
to exclude Black Americans from our nation’s 
most significant asset-building policies (e.g., the 
Homestead Act, GI Bill, and 20th

homeownership policies), which is now an 
enduring part of the racial wealth gap. 



The $96.1 Trillion Wealth “Pie” 
Sources: Survey of Consumer Finances and Kent and Rickett’s calculations.
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Black Families Are the Largest Group in the Bottom 
50% of the Wealth Distribution



The Black-White Wealth Gap: 
Large and Enduring—Despite Other Progress

Source: Kent and Ricketts (2020)
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Median Wealth Gap Between White and Black Families

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


Education Leads to More Wealth, But the Racial 
Wealth Gap Grows with Education
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Sources: Kent & Ricketts (2021) using the Survey of Consumer Finances.

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


The Black-White Wealth Gap as of 2019:
Black Households Have Lower Wealth on Every Metric

Measure Black Families White Families

Median net worth (assets less 
liabilities) $23,000 $184,000

Own their home 45 in 100 73 in 100

Days could survive on 
emergency savings**

5 31

Have zero or negative 
median net worth

18 in 100 8 in 100

Have become a millionaire 2 in 100 15 in 100
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**https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/assets/2015/11/emergencysavingsreportnov2015.pdf
Sources: Kent & Ricketts (2021) using the Survey of Consumer Finances.

https://www.pewtrusts.org/%7E/media/assets/2015/11/emergencysavingsreportnov2015.pdf
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Snapshot of the Black-White Wealth Gap: 
St. Louis County

scorecard.prosperitynow.org, 2020

Measure Black Families White Families

Own their home 47 in 100 78 in 100

Have zero or negative 
net worth

28 in 100 11 in 100

Have a 4-year college 
degree

21 in 100 48 in 100

Could not subsist on their 
liquid savings for three 

months

55 in 100 22 in 100
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63105  (Clayton) v. 63106 (St. Louis City)
https://healthequityworks.wustl.edu/
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A Catholic Response

 Pope Francis, like Popes before him, 
affirms the right to private property.  

 However, Pope John Paul II, in Centesimus
Annus, argues that “private property has a 
“social mortgage” – the use of privately 
owned goods was subject to strict limits 
because the material world created by 
God for the benefit of all human beings, 
not just a few.”

 So extreme wealth inequality – like we’re 
seeing today—undermines this “social 
role of property.” 

 What to do? Francis says: “In the face of so 
much pain and suffering, our only course is to 
imitate the Good Samaritan….each day we 
have to decide whether to be Good 
Samaritans or indifferent bystanders.” 

 Emphatically, he adds, ”Solidarity means 
much more than engaging in sporadic acts of 
generosity….it means thinking and acting in 
terms of the community...it also means 
combatting the structural causes of poverty, 
inequality, the lack of work, land and housing, 
and the denial of social and labor rights.” 

 Pope Leo XIII, in his seminal encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, is very explicit about this – that 
private ownership should be understood as a 
means to reducing poverty and inequality. 
“The law should favor ownership, and its 
policy should be to induce as many as possible 
of the people to become owners.” Doing so 
will reduce, in his words, “the gulf between 
vast wealth and sheer poverty.”
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Potential Policy Responses to the 
Black-White Wealth Gap
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Looking Back
 Consider Reparations

On Going
 Rescue Plan potential
 Emergency savings
 Tax code reforms
 Jobs from the “green” economy, infrastructure, etc. 
 More alternatives to a 4-year college degree

Looking Ahead
 Radically improve early childhood environments, including expansion of 

education, health, and nutrition efforts
 Baby Bonds – not just to address the racial wealth gap, but the generational, 

gender, and educational wealth gaps as well
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