
 
 

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

“If a [person] doesn’t have a job or an income, [they have] neither life nor liberty nor the 

possibility for the pursuit of happiness.”1 

-Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is remembered for his leadership of the civil rights movement and for 

his vision of racial justice. However, he also fought against economic inequality, including 

authoring an economic bill of rights and organizing the Poor People’s Campaign.2 He delivered 

his “I have a Dream” speech at an event called the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, 

highlighting the inextricable connection between economic equity and civil rights.3  

The economic expansion that lasted until February 2020 led some to predict that economic 

inequality would soon vanish and that the War on Poverty largely had been won.4 However, 

more than 50 years after the assassination of Dr. King, incremental gains in absolute terms have 

failed to meaningfully close the extremely large differences in economic status by race. For 

example, Black workers for decades have been nearly twice as likely to be unemployed as White 

workers. The median Black family earns almost $30,000 per year less than White counterparts 

and has net wealth of only $24,100—just one-eighth that of the median White family. Black 

Americans are more than twice as likely to live in poverty as their White counterparts. 

The coronavirus pandemic and resulting recession have confirmed Dr. King’s insight that 

economic disadvantage undermines the most fundamental human rights. Partly as a result of 

economic inequality, the poor and working class, people of color and immigrants have suffered 

disproportionally from the pandemic.5 For example, Black Americans are nearly 4 times more 

likely than White Americans to be hospitalized from the coronavirus and nearly 3 times more 

likely to die from it. In December 2020, more than half of Black households reported having 

difficulty covering usual household expenses and one in five reported going hungry sometimes 

or often in the previous week. 

On Martin Luther King Jr. Day, we celebrate his life and reflect on the progress that the United 

States has made against discrimination and toward justice. However, as white nationalists 

carrying Confederate flags led a violent assault on U.S. Capitol earlier this month, it is clear that 

the fight for civil rights that had been led by Dr. King is very far from over. The persistence 

today of systemic racism and extreme economic inequality underscores that the country has a 

long way to go to realize his dream. Real progress – which reaches every corner of the country 

and Americans of every race and background – requires racial and economic justice for all. 
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Employment, Wages and Wealth 

“No element of the working people suffers so acutely from layoffs as Negroes, traditionally the 

fired and the last hired.”6 

Many measures of racial equity in employment, wages and wealth have shown little or modest 

improvement in the 52 years since Dr. King’s assassination.7 Since monthly unemployment data 

for Black Americans was first published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1972, not quite 50 

years ago, the unemployment rate for Blacks has been approximately double the rate for Whites.8   

The economic shock from the coronavirus pandemic dramatically increased unemployment for 

all U.S. workers.9 While the initial shock decreased the ratio of Black to White unemployment to 

an all-time low of 1.2 to 1 in the spring, the subsequent recovery returned inequalities in 

unemployment between Black and White workers closer to prior historic levels.10 As stay-at-

home orders were relaxed and businesses began to reopen, the unemployment rate for White 

workers dropped faster and by a greater amount than for Black workers.11  

 In December, the Black to White unemployment ratio was 1.65 to 1, nearer to the 2 to 1 

“normal” level than the all-time low of 1.2 to 1.12   

 The current Black unemployment rate (9.9 percent) is greater than the peak White 

unemployment rate during the Great Recession (9.2 percent).13 

 

Workers with a job have contended with rising wage inequality and slow wage growth in the 

United States over the past 20 years. This has coincided with increasing racial disparities in 

wages and wage growth.14  

 The typical Black household earns a fraction of White households–just 61 cents for every 

dollar. Annualized, the gap between Black ($46,073) and White ($76,057) median 

household incomes is about $30,000.15 
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 Black workers are more likely to work at or below the minimum wage than White 

workers (making up 18 percent of minimum wage workers despite being only 13 percent 

of the labor force in 2019); 2.4 percent of Black workers worked at or below the federal 

minimum wage of $7.25 in 2019 compared to 1.9 percent of White workers.16  

 Black workers therefore would disproportionately benefit from increases in the minimum 

wage; 38 percent would benefit from increasing minimum wage to $15 as compared to 23 

percent of White workers.17 

Disparities in unemployment, wages and intergenerational wealth transfers (passing of assets 

between grandparents, parents and their children) have been magnified by time in the form of 

household wealth.18 In 2019, the ratio of White to Black wealth was nearly 8 to 1.19 

 

Even before the pandemic and resulting economic crisis, the majority of Americans failed to 

recognize the magnitude of the gaps between White and Black families. For example, a 2019 

study found that over 97% of respondents vastly underestimated the huge gap between the 

median wealth held by Black families and White families ($17,000 and $171,000 in 2016, when 

the study was conducted), estimating the gap to be 80 percentage points smaller than the actual 

divide.20 

Poverty and Hunger 

“In a sense the poverty of the poor in America is more frustrating than the poverty of [people in 

less developed countries because…] the poor in America know that they live in the richest nation 

in the world, and that even though they are perishing on a lonely island of poverty they are 

surrounded by a vast ocean of material prosperity.”21 

As a result of disparities in employment and wages, Black workers are over twice as likely to 

live in poverty as White Americans. The share of Black Americans living below the poverty line 

fell below 20 percent for the first time since 1959 in 2019; however, the numbers are expected to 
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rise substantially as a result of the pandemic.22 During the pandemic, Black, Hispanic and Native 

Americans have been more likely to have difficulty paying their bills, to be behind on rent and to 

face food insecurity. 

 Usual Household Expenses: In December 2020, 52 percent of Black Americans, 49 

percent of Hispanics and 46 percent of American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native 

Hawaiian, Pacific Islander and multiracial adults (taken together) responded that they had 

difficulty paying for usual expenses during the pandemic, compared to 30 percent of 

Whites.23  

o More detailed data collected November 25 to December 7, 2020 further reported 

that 61 percent of Black children and 55 percent of Hispanic children live in 

households that are struggling to cover usual expenses, compared to 38 percent of 

children in White households.24 

 Housing: Nearly three in ten Black, American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian, 

Pacific Islander and multiracial adults and one in five Hispanic renters reported being 

behind on rent.25 

 Childhood poverty: Even before the pandemic, child poverty rates for Black Americans 

have been close to or exceeding 30 percent dating back to 1974. The poverty rate for 

Black children regularly triples the rate for White children.26 

 Food insecurity: In the most recent week of the Census Household Pulse Survey,, 20 

percent of Black respondents and 18 percent of Hispanic respondents reported not having 

enough to eat in the last 7 days.27 Approximately 40 percent of Black and Hispanic 

households with school aged children experienced food insecurity in September of 2020 

alone.28 

COVID-19 

“Of all the forms of inequality, injustice in health is the most shocking and the most inhuman 

because it often results in physical death.”29 

While it has long been understood that wealth, race and health are closely tied, COVID-19 has 

focused attention on the high human cost of structural inequalities in American society.30 The 

coronavirus, sometimes erroneously cited as an “equal opportunity” virus, unable to discriminate 

based on skin color, political ideology or geography, has painfully demonstrated that 

determinants of increased risk (income, job sector, housing, access to health care, etc.) of 

infection are not experienced equally.31 The virus has hit hardest Americans of modest means, 

particularly lower income Black, Hispanic and Native Americans. Case, hospitalization and 

death rates among these racial and ethnic groups far outstrip what would be proportional to their 

share of the population.32 

Data from the CDC as of November 30, 2020 show that the coronavirus has had a far more 

damaging impact on minority communities: 
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 Native Americans were 1.8 times more likely than White Americans to have contracted 

the virus, four times more likely to be hospitalized for it and 2.6 times more likely to die 

from it.  

 Hispanic Americans had largely similar case and hospitalization rates as Native 

Americans, at 1.7 times the case rate and 4.1 times the hospitalization rate, but had a 

higher mortality rate at 2.8 times the White rate.  

 Black Americans had a similar death rate from coronavirus as Hispanic Americans at 2.8 

times the White rate, but had lower contraction and hospitalization rates, at 1.4 and 3.7 

times the White rates.33  

 

These inequalities persist across age groups. In a study of hospitalizations conducted from March 

1, 2020 to November 28, 2020: 

 Hispanic children are the most likely among children to be hospitalized for COVID-19. 

 Native Americans between the ages of 18-49, the majority of prime working years, were 

hospitalized at almost seven times the rate of Whites in the same age group. 

 Black Americans 65 years and older were nearly three times as likely to be hospitalized 

as Whites of the same age.34 

Conclusion 

As Dr. King said, “now is the time to make real the promises of democracy” and make right the 

structural inequalities harshly illuminated by the current moment.35 The United States is more 

than “a century removed from slavery, [yet] we find the heritage of oppression and racism 

erupting in our cities, with volcanic lava of bitterness and frustration pouring down our 

avenues.”36 Across the country, families plagued by the acute health and economic impacts of a 

deadly pandemic and the chronic impacts of racism are suffering on a scale not seen in recent 
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memory, while a violent mob of the outgoing president’s supporters, including admitted white 

supremacist terrorist organizers, break down the doors and defile the halls of the United States 

Capitol. While it is difficult to imagine a moment since Dr. King’s assassination in which this 

country has been further from realizing his dream of “a beautiful symphony of brotherhood,” 

tomorrow is another day to work towards a more socially and economically just society.37 
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