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Introduction

Every worker should have insurance benefits that protect them and their families against the loss of assets and
income that accompany life-changing events like disability, unemployment, and early death. Social insurance
programs—such as Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, Workers” Compensation, and Medicare —provide
important communal insurance benefits that “use the common wealth for the common good.”

As a comprehensive set of income-security policies not subject to means testing, social insurance programs are vital
for promoting asset accumulation for all Americans, but particularly in communities of color. This is due in part,
because they strengthen opportunities for wealth accumulation by helping to prevent the loss of personal and family
assets when life events with potentially devastating financial consequences occur.

While people of color benefit from all social insurance programs, there are significant gaps in coverage that
underscore the need to strengthen these programs in ways that reflect their unique experiences. For example,
workers of color are disproportionately concentrated in part-time jobs yet Unemployment Insurance does not
generally cover part-time workers', These gaps are the unfortunate consequence of government policies that are
crafted in ways that reinforce racial and economic inequalities.

As important income security vehicles, social insurance programs are a significant part of the solution. However,
critical gaps in programs must be closed by expanding coverage to fully support economic security for workers of
color and their families.

Social Security

Providing protection against the loss of income that comes with old age, disability, and early death, the Old Age,
Survivors, and Disability Insurance program (aka Social Security) represents a type of communal wealth that allows
workers and their families to tap into benefits based on the worker’s prior payroll contributions. Social Security is
particularly important for vulnerable populations within communities of color—including low-wage workers, women,
children, older adults, and the disabled.

e More than 75 percent of older Latinos and almost 80 percent of African Americans rely on Social Security for
more than half of their total income.?

e Without Social Security, the poverty rate would more than double for disabled workers of color.®

o Without Social Security, the poverty rate among women 65 and older would be 61 percent for African
American women, 55 percent for Hispanic women, and 51 percent for white women.*



Without Social Security, the poverty rate of eligible elderly Hispanics would more than triple, from 16 percent
to 55 percent.®

Because of higher mortality rates among some racial and ethnic groups, children of color are more likely than
white children to receive and depend on Security survivor benefits.®

Unemployment Insurance

Unemployment Insurance was designed to protect workers and their families against involuntary unemployment
resulting from fluctuations in the labor market. Unfortunately, it is structured in a way that advantages higher-income,
full-time white collar workers over low-income, part-time, temporary, and self-employed workers—categories in
which workers of color are disproportionately represented.

In January 2009, the unemployment rate for whites was 6.9 percent, compared to 12.6 percent for African
Americans and 9.7 percent for Latinos. The seasonally unadjusted rate for Asians was 6.2 percent.”

A 2003 study found that more white men and women received unemployment insurance compared to
African American and Latino men and women.®

Despite chronically high unemployment rates, a 2003 study found that black men are the least likely group to
receive unemployment insurance benefits.®

Workers Compensation

Workers’ Compensation is employer-sponsored insurance that provides medical care, disability payments, and
vocational rehabilitation to employees who have experienced work-related illnesses or injuries. Despite government
regulation, Workers’” Compensation awards for racial and ethnic minorities are not in line with the rate of work-related
illnesses and injuries experienced by these populations.

More African Americans and Hispanics are injured or Killed at work than white workers.°

Compared with non-Hispanic workers, Hispanic workers were 53 percent more likely to have medical
conditions resulting from work-related injuries, but 48 percent less likely to receive payment for medical costs
from workers' compensation.™

Race differences in diagnosis and surgery may help explain why African Americans receive lower workers'
compensation medical expenditures, disability ratings, and settlement awards when compared to whites. '

Many immigrant and guest workers work long hours in unsafe conditions for their American employers but
do not have access to Workers Compensation.'®

A 2003 study of Cambodian and Lao workers in Lowell, MA found that their cases of work-related illnesses
and injuries were significantly underrepresented in Workers Compensation wage replacement data. '



Health Insurance

Financed primarily through worker payroll contributions, Medicare provides important health insurance benefits to
adults over the age of 65. Unfortunately, many Medicare recipients of color are in poorer health than their white
counterparts in part as a result of inadequate access to quality healthcare prior to Medicare enrollment.'® Health
insurance coverage rates illustrate the magnitude of the problem. In 2007, the rate of uninsured was 32.1 percent for
Latinos, 19.5 percent for African Americans, 16.8 percent for Asian Americans, and 43.8 percent for foreign-born
non-citizens compared to 10.4 percent for non-Hispanic whites.'® Taken as a whole, people of color comprise a
majority of the nation’s uninsured population.’” Because uncovered medical expenses are a leading cause of
bankruptcy filings in the nation and unhealthy people are less able to maximize their socioeconomic potential,
providing universal access to quality health coverage is essential for closing the racial and ethnic wealth gap.'®

Recommendations
Social Security

1. Minimum Benefit within Social Security. While extremely low-income workers may be eligible to receive



