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Lifting as We Climb: Women of Color, Wealth, and America’s Future

The poverty gap, based on income, is among the most widely used barometers to measure the relative
economic status of women of color. Twenty-nine percent of white women heads of households with children
live in poverty, compared to 43 percent of African-American women and 46 percent of Latina women."
However, hidden beneath the poverty gap is an even more startling and consequential gap that often goes
unnoticed —the wealth gap. The report “Lifting as We Climb: Women of Color, Wealth, and America’s
Future,” examines the wealth gap between women of color and the rest of the population, a gap that
significantly limits the economic prospects of future generations and holds back the progress of the
American economy.

The current economic crisis has revealed why wealth is so important to the stability of households. Wealth,
or net worth, refers to the total value of one’s assets minus debts. Without savings or wealth of some form,
economic stability is built on a house of cards that quickly crumbles when income is cut or disrupted through
job loss, reduced hours or pay, or if the family suffers an unexpected health emergency.

Using data from the 2007 Survey of Consumer Finances, the amounts and types of wealth owned by women
of different races are analyzed. Explanation is given as to why women of color have less wealth than white
women and men of their same race, locating the roots of the gap in past and present institutional factors.
These include but are not limited to the ways in which government benefits, the tax code, and fringe benefits
exclude many women of color from wealth-building opportunities that are provided to other segments of the
American population.

Because gender and racial economic disparities have been studied separately, we have failed to recognize
the daunting economic reality faced by women of color who experience the compounding negative
economic effects of being both a woman and a person of color. Investing in programs and public policies
that create asset building opportunities that fit the needs and build on the strengths of Native American,
African-American, Latino, and Asian women, both native-born and immigrant, can bring economic security to
a greater number of families, expand our economy, and increase our nation’s capacity to compete in the
global marketplace.

1 US Census Bureau, Historical Poverty Tables, 2008.



Women of all races experience a gender wealth gap that is greater than the gender income gap (the median
income for a women is three fourths of the median income for men, but the median wealth owned by women
is less than half as much as men), but the disparities are greatest for women of color.? In fact, single black
and Hispanic women have one penny of wealth for every dollar of wealth owned by their male
counterparts and a fraction of a penny for every dollar of wealth owned by single white women.®

Figure 1. Racial Differences in Median Wealth (excluding vehicles) by
Household Type, Ages 18-64, 2007.
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Single black and Hispanic women have a median wealth of $100 and $120 respectively, which is less
than 1 percent of the wealth of their same-race male counterparts. It is only a fraction of one-percent
of the wealth of single white women.

Nearly half of all single black and Hispanic women have zero, or negative wealth (negative wealth
occurs when the value of debts is greater than the value of assets).

Never-married women of color have a median wealth of zero. In comparison, never-married white
women have a median wealth of $2,600, never-married men of color $4,020, and never-married
white men $16,310.

2 Unless otherwise noted, statistics on the wealth gap for women of color refer to unmarried (i-enameeel divorced, widowed) and non

cohabitatingpeople ages 184.
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Divorced women of color have a median wealth of $4,200, which is 26% of the wealth of divorced
men of color ($16,100), 8% of the wealth of divorced white women ($52,120), and 5% of the wealth
of divorced white men ($80,000).

Black and Hispanic mothers with children under age 18 have a median wealth of zero. Black and
Hispanic fathers have a median wealth of $10,960 and $2,400, respectively. White mothers have a
median wealth of $7,970 and white fathers have $56,100.

Prior to age 50, women of color have virtually no wealth at all.

Asset building begins with cash savings, which form the base from which other assets can be built. Home
ownership, retirement savings, and other types of assets such as businesses are important for helping
families remain economically stable and for providing income during retirement. WWomen of color are less
likely to have any of these types of assets, and when they do, the value of the assets is lower.

About one-third of single Hispanic women and one-fourth of single black women are “unbanked,”
meaning they have no checking or savings account.

While 57% of single white women own homes, only 33% of single black women and 28% of single
Hispanic women are homeowners.

Only 23% of single black women and 14% of single Hispanic women own stock. In contrast, 45% of
single white women own stock and 51% of single white men own stock.

Despite growth in minority-owned and women-owned businesses, women of color remain
underrepresented among business owners. Only 1% of single Hispanic women and 4% of single
black women own businesses compared to 8% of single white women.

Indebtedness is rising for all American households, but women of color—and especially black women —are
more likely to have debt in the form of education loans, credit card debt, and installment debt.

Twenty-five percent of women of color have education debt. Black women are most likely to have
education debt, demonstrating their desire to prepare for better futures. While college loans are

‘Garcia, Jose A. 2007. fABorrowing to Make Ends Meet: The Rapid Growt
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