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Executive Summary

For every dollar owned by the median white family in the United States, the typical Latino family has
twelve cents, and the typical African American family has a dime.! Wealth is what you own minus what
you owe: assets minus debts.

This racial wealth gap has roots in the past, and reaches forward as well: it drains a family’s capacity to
give the next generation a solid start. Without addressing the wealth gap, racial inequality will be with us
for generations to come.

Figure 1 The Racial Wealth Gap
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Source: Federal Reserve, 2007 Survey of Consumer Finances Public Data Set.

Anti-poverty programs have relied primarily on providing subsistence income for today’s necessities, not
building assets that lead to economic mobility and security, and in fact have sometimes penalized low-
income people for owning assets. Wealth-building policies can help even the lowest-income families
gain stability and plan for the future.

Asset poverty is a new definition of poverty that reveals how many families lack even minimal amounts
of wealth. It can be defined as not having enough savings to survive for three months without income.
People of color are far more likely than whites to be asset-poor. The median family of color has enough
assets to last only five weeks at the poverty level, compared with seven months for the median white
family.2
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Throughout U.S. history, federal and state governments have provided “wealth starter kits” for some to
turn their work into worth. For example, governments have given gifts of land, education, government-
backed mortgages and farm loans, a social safety net, and business subsidies to white families,
sometimes exclusively and usually disproportionately.

The same governments that boosted white wealth took land from people of color, denied them
education, and erected barriers to home and business ownership.

Native Americans lost assets not just during the first centuries of U.S. history, through
displacement and treaty violations, but also more recently through tribal termination and Bureau
of Indian Affairs mismanagement.

African Americans were not just denied property; they were property during slavery. Legal
segregation and Jim Crow laws pushed Black citizens to the margins of the economy, where
many remain stuck today. Wealth-building programs such as Social Security and the post-WWI|
Gl Bill at first excluded African Americans, with multigenerational effects.

Latinos have been negatively affected by U.S. foreign policy and immigration policy. Mexicans
and Puerto Ricans lost land to conquest. Temporary guest-worker programs and exploitation of
undocumented immigrants have blocked many Latinos from getting a toehold in the U.S.
economy.

Most Asian Americans were excluded from entry, and those who were here were largely denied
citizenship until after World War 114. Japanese Americans lost their assets when they were
interned during World War Il. While some Asian groups are now prospering, Southeast Asians
continue to have a very high poverty rate®.

Our country knows how to invest in wealth building for its people. We now need to do so for everyone.
We cannot afford to squander America’s greatest asset: its people.
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