The Economic State of the Black Community in America
This fact sheet provides a snapshot of the current economic state of the black community in the
United States, including employment, earnings and wealth data, among other key indicators.
Together, these measures help paint a portrait of some of the challenges facing black America
and its economic prospects for the future.
Figure 1. Black Unemployment
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The unemployment rate for black workers stands at
7.7 percent in January 2018, the highest among all
racial groups nationwide.1 By comparison, the
unemployment rate for white workers is currently 3.5
percent, with the national average at 4.1 percent.2 The
gap between white and black unemployment rates tends
to be higher during economic downturns and close
somewhat as the economy recovers. Though the black
unemployment rate has fallen significantly over the last
eight years, improvements have been uneven, with a few
states still reporting black unemployment of more than
10 percent.3 Following the Great Recession, the
unemployment rate for blacks hit a high of 16.8 percent
in March of 2010—nearly seven points higher than the
peak unemployment rate of 10.0 percent for the general
population (see Figure 1).
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The black community accounted for a combined $1.2
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
Note: Grey areas represent periods of recession as determined by the National
trillion in economic spending activity in 2016.4 The
Bureau of Economic Research
community’s spending power is projected to reach $1.5
trillion by 2021. As of 2012, 2.6 million black-owned businesses generated $150.2 billion in
sales.5
The black labor force participation rate is 62.0 percent, slightly below the national average
of 62.7 percent in January 2018.6 While labor force participation has declined overall, the
decline has been faster among blacks. For instance, declines in prime-age (25-54) labor force
participation rates have been the steepest for black men, who report participation rates nearly 10
percent lower than their white peers.7 This gap could, in part, be driven by differences in health
outcomes that result in early exit from the labor force, as black workers are more likely than
white non-Hispanics to cite poor health as a factor in the decision about when to retire.8
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Blacks make up roughly 12 percent of the
American workforce. The community makes
up an even larger share of employment in the
transportation and utilities, public
administration, and education and health
services industries (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Employment Breakdown by Industry
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Only 34 percent of black families have a
retirement account, compared to 60 percent
of white non-Hispanic families and 52
percent of all families.9 In addition, even
those black families that do have a retirement
account put away significantly less than their
peers. The median holding value for a black
family’s retirement account is $25,000, less
than half of the national average.
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Black household wealth is less than one
fifth of the national average. 10 The median
Agriculture 3.0%
black household had a net worth of just
$17,600 in 2016. Yet, that same year the
median white household held $171,000 in
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
Note: Data includes workers 16 years and older
wealth while the national household median
was $97,300. Lack of wealth can have severe
financial adverse consequences and can limit several life opportunities like starting a business or
putting a child through college.
Mining
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Almost one-third of black children are growing up in poverty.11 Approximately 31 percent of
black children live in poverty, compared to 11 percent of white children. The national average is
18 percent, putting the percent of black child poverty at more than 150 percent of the national
average. Children growing up in poverty tend to experience worse health, educational, and
economic outcomes than other children.
Blacks are disproportionately affected by certain states’ failure to expand Medicaid
coverage.12 In the 18 states that did not expand Medicaid, there are millions of Americans who
are both ineligible for Medicaid and for marketplace subsidies under the Affordable Care Act.13
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Figure 3. Median Household Income
Adjusted to 2016 dollars, 1980 to 2016
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Fourteen percent of non-elderly blacks
fall into this coverage gap while only
nine percent of whites find themselves
in this category.
Black household income is
recovering, but has yet to surpass its
2000 peak. Household income for
blacks reached $40,065 in 2016,
nearing the 2000 peak of $41,363 but
still well below the current national
average of $59,039 (see Figure 3).
Median weekly earnings for full-time
black workers continued to increase,
reaching $666 in the last quarter 2017,
but still $191 below the national
median.14

Blacks face disproportionately high
incarceration rates compared to
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and
Economic Supplement
whites. Despite only making up 13
Notes: "White" refers to "White Alone, not Hispanic" for 2002 to 2016 and "White,
percent of the nation’s overall
not Hispanic" for 1980 to 2001; "Black" after 2001 refers to "Black alone or in
population, blacks comprise 38 percent
combination"; income data labels rounded to nearest hundred dollars; 2013
figures are averages of data using new and old methodologies
of the federal inmate population.15 State
and federal policies, in conjunction
with uneven law enforcement practices, have led to these high incarceration rates, which have
negatively affected black labor participation and future job opportunities. Black job applicants
with criminal records are 60 percent less likely to secure an interview and may earn up to 44
percent less than those without criminal records should they secure employment.16
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