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Racial Wealth Disparity in North Carolina

Introduction and Summary Findings*

Earlier this year, in partnership with the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, the UNC Center
on Poverty, Work and Opportunity issued a detailed report on income poverty in North
Carolina.?2 That study found that though significant progress has been made over recent
decades in educational attainment and in helping North Carolinians lift themselves out
of economic distress, potent challenges remain. More of us than the national average
live below the notably stringent federal poverty standard. Income poverty is also
dramatically maldistributed in the Tar Heel state. It is skewed by race, by age, by family
structure, by region, and by locale. Facing this challenge requires pointed investment in
North Carolina’s people and its places.

This study augments and deepens the North Carolina income poverty report. Household
income, which refers to “the sum of all cash income received by [an] individual and/or
other family members,” is a crucial and pervasive measure of economic wellbeing.3
Wealth, however, represents the stock of assets and economic resources, accumulated or
inherited, owned by such a household at a particular point in time. Wealth, of course,
can replicate itself - producing further income and profit. It is a primary source for
consumption and investment as well. It provides an essential cushion against tides of
economic hardship and dislocation. And it fosters the transmission of financial stability
and opportunity from one generation to the next. Wealth, no less than income, can be
essential to economic security and possibility.

National studies indicate, however, that wealth disparity - particularly racial wealth
disparity - is even more pronounced than income inequality. In 2007, for example, the
median net worth for white households in the United States was $170,400, while that of
African American households was $17,100.4 And not only are differentials large, they
reportedly are growing.> From 1984 to 2007, the wealth gap, nationally, between black
and white households increased by $75,000 at the median ($20,000-$95,000).6

This study explores racial wealth disparity in North Carolina. Based on data gleaned
from the Census Bureau’s Survey of Income and Program Participation [SIPP], it finds,
broadly, that national trends of harrowing racial wealth inequality are even more
pronounced in North Carolina. Focusing, because of limited sample size in the SIPP data,
on disparities between white and African American households, it concludes that black
households, at the median, claim only about 13 percent of the wealth and, stunningly,
about 4 percent of the net worth of white households. The corresponding figures for the
nation are a bleak: 15 and 13 percent respectively. Median wealth for white households
is roughly seven times that of black households. Net worth comparisons border on the
grotesque.

These harsh differentials are spread across almost all asset categories. Nationally, black
households have about half the home equity of whites. In North Carolina, it's about a
third. Here, black households own pensions at only about half the rate of whites, and at
only a quarter of the value. Far fewer black households have significant savings, stocks

UNC Center on Poverty, Work and Opportunity i



Racial Wealth Disparity in North Carolina

or investment properties. The mean value of black household savings accounts is only
about a quarter of that of whites. Many more black families are unbanked. Half of all
black households in North Carolina have less than $100 in savings. Half.

The one outlier in this regime of asset differentials is life insurance. More black
households in North Carolina purchase life insurance than white households - though
the median value of the policies obtained is modestly less (.80). At higher incomes,
though, greater numbers of black North Carolinians own life insurance policies, at higher
mean values, than whites.

We also explore black-white wealth distinctions by income categories and by age. Black
households report almost no assets until the middle class (200-400 percent of the
federal poverty level) income threshold is met. Even at that level, white households
have about double the wealth of their African American counterparts. Working poor
black households (100-200 percent of poverty) have about one-third the debt level of
similar white households, but only a tiny fraction of the wealth. Nearly half of poverty-
level white households own home equity, while only about one in five poor black
households does. Black families report no significant savings until middle income levels.
Very large disparities in pension assets appear across all income categories.

Dramatic racial wealth disparities occur in North Carolina across the age spectrum, or
career cycle, as well. To illustrate, black heads of household in late working age (50-65),
hopefully preparing for retirement, own, at the median, $17,000 in assets. White
households of the same cohort report $143,000. At this (late) career stage, one in ten
black households has no significant economic assets. One in twenty white households is
in a similar plight.

Finally, the study briefly examines some indicia of gender wealth disparity. Looking at
single male and female headed households under the age of 61 in North Carolina, men of
both races have markedly higher median net worth than women of the same race.
Disparities between white males and females, however, are notably smaller than those
between African American males and females. Single white women report about two-
thirds the wealth of their male counterparts. Black women own only a miniscule
percentage of the economic assets that black males do. Single North Carolinians of both
races and both sexes, at the median, report substantially diminished wealth and net
worth totals compared to national averages.

We conclude, accordingly, that well-documented national black-white wealth disparities
are even sharper in North Carolina. Wealth differentials vary significantly according to
categories of assets studied. In the three arenas most directly affecting the prospects of
the majority of us - home equity, pensions and savings - very notable racial distinctions
are revealed. They expand dramatically at different stages of life and at different levels
of income. Black women endure wealth dichotomies of both sex and race that are huge
and likely growing. Parsing racial wealth distinctions by asset category, income, age, and
sex should help to identify the strongest platforms for targeting and intervention.
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Racial wealth disparities - even more, perhaps, than our troubling differentials in
income - demonstrate the powerful challenges North Carolina faces in building bright
economic prospects and opportunities for all.
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Income, Wealth and Racial Wealth Disparity

In both government data and in the academic literature, there is well-documented
inequality in income and wealth among households in the United States. Large
concentrations of both income and wealth accrue to a relatively small percentage of
households.” While household income is an important element of financial status,
wealth is distributed even more disproportionately among households. According to
Kennickell, the top 10 percent of households in the distribution of net worth in the
United States held 71.5 percent of total net worth in 2007. The top 10 percent of
income-earning households received 47.2 percent of total household income in 2006.

The importance of wealth to the economic wellbeing and stability of a household has led
researchers to look more closely at wealth measures and to provide more nuanced
analyses of the dynamics of wealth ownership over time and across different racial
groups. An array of scholars has determined that African Americans are among the most
disadvantaged groups in wealth ownership. In 2007, the median net worth among white
households in the U.S. was $170,400. The median net worth in African American
households was $17,100.8 Not only are the disparities in wealth between white and
African American households large, the magnitude of the difference is growing wider
over time. From 1984 to 2007, the wealth gap between these groups increased by
$75,000 at the median ($20,000 to $95,000). The growth in wealth disparity appears to
be the result of both increases in the asset amounts held by whites and stagnant levels of
accumulation and asset appreciation among African American households.?

Among the 33 states for which there are data available, North Carolina has the seventh
largest wealth gap between white and minority households and the ninth largest asset
poverty rate.10 11 Disproportionate shares of those living in asset poverty in the state
are minorities. The percentage of North Carolina residents estimated to live in asset
poverty is 17 percent among whites and 47.8 percent among minorities. The gulfis one
of the largest in the nation.12 Figure 1 provides data that illustrate how asset poverty
varies across the state. Asset poverty appears to be concentrated in the eastern part of
North Carolina where a high proportion of residents are African American.
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Figure 1. Asset Poverty by County in North Carolina
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The disparity may, at least in part, result from North Carolina’s higher than average
poverty rate (14.6 percent, compared to 13.2 percent nationally), and our low median
income figures ($46,549, compared to $52,029 nationally). North Carolina also has
fewer college graduates (26 percent) and more residents failing to complete high school
(17 percent) than national averages (27.7 and 15.1 percent respectively).13 Finally, the
North Carolina Asset Alliance estimates that the state ranks as one of the highest in the
nation for the number of “unbanked” households.1* The unbanked are
disproportionately households of color that are considered outside of the financial
mainstream and are often relegated to check-cashing organizations that charge high fees
for their services.

Measuring Wealth Disparities in North Carolina

A number of nationally representative federal data sets collect information on household
wealth and assets in the United States. Major examples include the Survey of Income
and Program Participation (SIPP), the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), the Panel
Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the Health and Retirement Study (HRS). The
surveys differ in scope, structure, and sample composition. The value that any one
survey can contribute to a particular study depends on the questions asked.

We employ SIPP data in this study due to its comprehensive set of income, asset, wealth
and debt variables, complete demographic profile and state identifiers, and this project’s
need to maximize the number of respondent households within North Carolina. While
other data sets provide similar information, the SIPP is a nationally representative data
set with weights useful for conducting analysis at the sub-national level.1> The SIPP
contains information on the amount of wealth as well as the distribution by type of asset
- making it useful in studies focused on wealth and asset accumulation by households.16
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While the SIPP is not designed to be statistically representative at the state level, SIPP
data has been used previously to track state-level trends, including many of the
measures set forth here.1? SIPP remains the best available source for detailed
information on wealth from a large nationally representative data source with individual
and state identifiers. Itis the best option, among a set of limited alternatives, to report
wealth and asset data in a state.

We study three categories of wealth measures: total wealth, total debt, and net worth.
Total wealth is the sum of the market value of all assets held by each person living in a
household.1® Similarly, total debt is the sum of all liabilities held by each individual
living in the household. Net worth is estimated by subtracting the household’s total debt
from its total wealth. Together these measures will be referred to as the wealth
variables.

The total wealth measure is the sum of the five asset types outlined below for each
person in the household.1? Five asset measures are used to calculate the total wealth of
households in the sample: home equity, investment property, any amount invested in a
defined contribution pension plan, the value of any shares of stock, and any interest-
earning financial asset, savings, or checking account. A sixth measure, not included in
the total wealth calculation, but examined in the analysis of asset types, is life insurance.
20 The home equity measure is equal to the amount the household has invested in a
primary residence minus any remaining mortgage debt. The value of a household’s
investment property equals the value of any business, vacation home, land, rental
property, farmland, or commercial property less any debts held against it. The value of
any pension owned by the household reflects the current redemption value of any assets
held in an individual retirement account (IRA), KEOGH account, 401(k), or Thrift Savings
Plan.2! Similarly, the measure of stocks reflects the current market value of any stocks
held by the household. Finally, the financial assets designated as savings constitute the
sum of any amounts held in money market deposit accounts, certificates of deposit, U.S.
government securities or savings bonds, municipal or corporate bonds, and savings or
checking accounts. We also analyze, discretely, the cash value of life insurance
policies.22

We report total debt as the sum of any amount that the household owes for loans
(mortgages, student loans, car loans, or any amount borrowed to purchase property or
land), credit cards and medical expenses. Like the wealth measure, this calculus reflects
the sum of all debts for each person within the household. We report a net worth
measure which is simply the household’s total wealth minus its total debt.

This analysis will present median values since this standard is less sensitive to large
outlying values than are estimates of the mean (average). Large outlying values are
typically present in wealth and income data, as a small fraction of respondents
commonly have extreme values for income and wealth stocks. The median, though, is
not informative when more than 50 percent of the sample has none of the measured
variable. For example, a small percentage of both white and black households own
stocks, and those households that do, own large quantities. The median value for both
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races is $0, but the average for the groups is notably larger because those who own
stocks tend to possess large quantities. In this and similar instances, we report the mean
value and percentage of those who own stock. A comparison of the medians is
uninformative as it is equal to $0 for both groups, but a comparison of the means
coupled with a measure of how concentrated these assets are within each group
provides a more useful comparison. The national data that accompany each North
Carolina table are derived from the authors’ calculations from the same SIPP data used
to estimate these measures for the state.

Documenting Racial Wealth Disparities in North Carolina

If a study based on federal SIPP data carries advantages, it is also important to be clear of
its limitations. Although we explore racial disparity, the focus here is necessarily a
comparison between white and African American wealth disparities in North Carolina.
SIPP responses provide helpful information concerning categories of assets and
accumulations of wealth in various stages of life and career development. The number
of Hispanic and Native American respondents in the data sample, however, is too small
to foster meaningful comparisons - either generally or across resource categories.
National income and wealth studies suggest that similar or analogous results are likely
true for Hispanic and Native American families.23 But our data comparisons derive from
black and white households in North Carolina.*

Second, the study is rooted in Census Bureau estimates rather than actual head and asset
counts. As the inquiry becomes more localized, sample numbers become markedly
smaller. So this report likely captures, most accurately, only broader trends. Sample
size is outlined further in the Appendix.

Third, the report is based upon state-wide figures and estimates. It is not possible from
SIPP samples to drill down effectively to county, regional or municipal levels of inquiry.

Fourth, the SIPP data upon which this report relies are necessarily dated. Questionnaire
responses were obtained in 2004, 2005 and 2006. These most recent available figures
are obviously pre-recession. In the interim, North Carolina has experienced high
unemployment rates and one of the highest rates of the uninsured in the nation.
Unemployment, as of the date of this report, hovers around 10 percent both nationally
and in North Carolina. Unemployment among African Americans is estimated to be at
least 16 percent. Poverty has, no doubt, risen markedly in North Carolina since 2006.
Accordingly, the conclusions sketched should be updated when new SIPP data becomes
available.

Fifth, the data upon which this study relies documents and describes a massive disparity
in wealth between white and African-American households in North Carolina. It paints a
portrait of extant inequality. It explores neither the causes nor the cures of wealth
disparity. These crucial questions must be examined through other means and by other
studies.

UNC Center on Poverty, Work and Opportunity 4



Racial Wealth Disparity in North Carolina

Our overall findings are consistent with trends and magnitudes of the wealth gap
between whites and African Americans reported in other national studies and data.2>
White households hold much more wealth than African American households in North
Carolina. In general, African American and white households hold more comparable
levels of debt than wealth, but African Americans still hold less of each. The combination
of significant total wealth disparities and relatively smaller debt disparities means that,
in general, whites will have much larger net worth estimates.

The medians (middle) and means (averages) for total wealth, total debt and net worth
are reported in Table 1.26 Both the mean and median values within each category
confirm that white households have significantly more asset wealth than African
American households in North Carolina.

The median value of total wealth held by white households is over seven times that of
African American households. The median total wealth for white households is $71,900
and $9,500 for black households. The ratio of African American wealth to white wealth
in North Carolina (.13) is consistent with the national ratio (.15). The overall values of
total wealth in North Carolina are lower for both groups compared to the national
estimates.

Our analysis indicates that white households also hold more debt than African American
households in North Carolina. Both the mean and median value of debt in white
households is greater. African Americans hold 18 cents of debt for every dollar of debt
held by whites. This is likely the result of white households (with higher incomes and
wealth) having greater access to credit than black households. As before, the ratios in
North Carolina (.18) are similar to those for the nation (.17) and the total debt values are
lower.

The data also reveals relative disparities in median wealth and debt. In simple terms,
African Americans hold 13 cents for every dollar in wealth held by whites, and 18 cents
in debt for every dollar of debt held by whites. This means that white households have
7.5 times the total wealth of African American and just over 5.5 times the total debt at
the median.2” Thus, the disparity in total debt between whites and African Americans is
smaller than that for total wealth. For each dollar of debt, white households hold $1.87
of wealth; African American households hold $1.40 of total wealth for every dollar of
total debt. The wealth-to-debt ratios for the nation are larger for both races than those
for North Carolina.

Because white households have more wealth and African American households hold
lower wealth-to-debt ratios, whites have higher estimates of net worth. As Table 1
indicates, black households have a median net worth of $3,000. In contrast, the median
net worth for white households in North Carolina is $68,441. A larger minority of
African American households (35 percent) have a net worth of $0 or less than whites (20
percent). The ratio of African American net worth to white net worth is higher for the
nation as a whole (.13) than for the state (.04).
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Table 1. Overall Wealth Measures and Asset Types by Race

North Carolina Median Values Mean Values
African African
White American  B:W Ratio White American  B:W Ratio
Net Worth $68,441 $3,000 0.04 | $197,492 $44,296 0.22
Wealth $71,900 $9,500 0.13 | $204,453 $49,641 0.24
Debt $38,500 $6,770 0.18 | $78,889 $33,294 0.42
Wealth to Debt Ratio 1.87 1.40 2.59 1.49
Participation Rate
Home Equity 73% 45% $73,223 $26,648 0.36
Pension 59% 31% $44,828 $10,323 0.23
Non-Home Prop. 13% 2% $32,129 $653 0.02
Savings 78% 59% $14,125 $3,505 0.25
Stocks 11% 2% $6,639 $712 0.11
Life Insurance 43% 50% $99,956 $79,740 0.80
United States Median Values Mean Values
African African
White American  B:W Ratio White American  B:W Ratio
Net Worth $74,475 $10,000 0.13 | $224,996 $87,200 0.39
Wealth $100,000 $15,400 0.15 | $235,025 $94,522 0.40
Debt $50,000 $8,600 0.17 | $96,725 $87,201 0.90
Wealth to Debt Ratio 2.00 1.79 2.43 1.08

Percent with a Nonzero Amount
Participation Rate

Home Equity 71% 46% $103,585 $50,337 0.49
Pension 60% 37% $50,766 $16,826 0.33
Non-Home Prop. 11% 5% $23,572 $7,776 0.33
Savings 81% 59% $13,937 $4,894 0.35
Stocks 13% 3% $16,175 $2,464 0.15
Life Insurance 50% 50% $126,054 $93,674 0.74
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Figure 2

Racial Wealth Disparity in North Carolina
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Racial Wealth Disparities by Type of Asset Holding

Alook at the specific asset holdings and the distribution of the total wealth measures
offers an additional perspective on wealth disparities between white and African
American households. For example, white households have higher rates of ownership as
well as higher mean values for each type of asset.28 Home equity is one of the most
significant and accessible assets for both white and black households. Pensions and
savings accounts play large roles in wealth accumulation as well. While life insurance
policies are important for both groups, the cash value of this asset is less easily
redeemed than other types of assets. Table 1 reports the mean and median values for
the asset holdings of white and African American households.

The mean value for each asset category is higher for white households than African
American households in North Carolina. Due to the large number of African American
and white households with no holdings in some asset categories, we also report the
percent of households with any nonzero value for each asset type.2? This estimate will
be referred to as the “participation rate.” It indicates the percentage of those who
participate in the specified savings vehicle. Table 1 also reports these percentages.

Figure 4

Mean Asset Values by Race and Type
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Figure 5
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Almost three-quarters of white households (73 percent) and less than a majority of
African Americans (45 percent) have some home equity. While the rate of
homeownership is 62 percent greater among white households, it is relatively large for
both groups. These estimates are consistent with national figures which, in 2009, report
homeownership rates for white households at 71 percent and for African American
households at 46 percent.3? Whites also have greater equity in their homes. The
average white household holds roughly $73,000 in home equity compared with $27,000
for African Americans. The home equity wealth gap estimated for North Carolina (.36 of
white household equity) is larger than that for the nation (.49).

The second largest asset among white households is contributory pension plans such as
401(k), IRA, and KEOGH holdings. The average white household in North Carolina
reports $44,828 in pension assets, while African American households claim $10,323. In
brief, African Americans hold 23 cents of pension for every dollar held by whites. The
participation rate for these plans among whites (59 percent) is nearly double that of
blacks (31 percent). Differences in participation likely reflect differential access to
pensions through employment. Data from the Current Population Survey indicate that
African Americans are less likely to work for an employer that offers a pension plan and
are less likely to participate voluntarily when plans are available.31

Personal savings is the third most significant asset category contributing to household
wealth. Large percentages of white (78 percent) and African American (59 percent)

households have access to personal savings. These participation rates are roughly
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consistent with those for the nation. Whites hold an average of $13,371 in savings;
African Americans, on average, report $4,614. Half of the African American households
in the sample have less than $100 in savings.32 Unlike pensions or home equity, these
funds are liquid assets that offer a first line of cash reserve in times of crisis. Such low
levels of household savings represent a serious impediment to economic security in the
event of financial strain. Black households are also disproportionately represented
among the unbanked.3? Many such households report that they do not have sufficient
income to justify a savings account.3* Additionally, banks often carry minimum balance
requirements and charge fees that these households cannot sustain.3> The figures in
Table 1 indicate that the savings amounts in North Carolina are comparable to those at
the national level, even though the racial disparity is somewhat larger for the state.

Two of the remaining asset categories, stocks and non-home property, are held by a
small fraction of all North Carolina households. Only 11 percent of white households and
2 percent of African Americans in the state own stocks. These participation rates are
similar to those estimated for the nation as a whole. The mean values reported are large
because the households that invest in the stock market tend to invest at significant
levels. The mean value of stocks held by white households is $6,639; the mean value for
African American households is $712. These estimates are inflated by the values of the
top 1 percent of stockholders in North Carolina.

Similarly small percentages of white (13 percent) and African American (2 percent)
households report owning property other than their home. These could be a small
business, vacation home or other real estate holding. These participation rates are
comparable to those for the nation. Again, the small percentages of households that do
own investment property have large quantities invested. The mean value of this
property in white households is $32,129 and $653 for African Americans. The top 1
percent have invested between $652,000 and $2,025,000 in those assets.

While small percentages of both groups own property beyond the primary residence,
national research indicates that businesses owned by African Americans are smaller and
less successful. On average, African American firms have lower sales, hire fewer
employees, and report smaller profits and higher closure rates than those owned by
whites.3¢ These outcomes are frequently attributed to low startup capital available to
African American entrepreneurs, lack of prior work in a family business, lower levels of
education relative to whites, and discrimination in capital credit markets.3”

The cash value of life insurance policies is the one asset where the average value held by
African American households is comparable to that held by whites. The ratios in this
category are the closest to parity at the state (.8) and national levels (.74). This is also
the highest black to white asset value ratio measured in this study. While life insurance
policies appear to be an important aspect of a household’s wealth portfolio, this asset is
not easily converted into income. It is also frequently unclear from the data whether the
plans are term or whole life policies. 38 This anomaly likely reflects the measured
differences in propensity to purchase life insurance. Previous analyses have shown that
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African Americans are more likely to consider purchasing life insurance than the rest of
the U.S. population.3®

The mean values from each of the asset holdings which contribute to the total wealth
measures confirm that racial wealth gaps persist in each asset category. The median
values also reveal a low level of investment for both African American and white
households. The median values were so low and number of African American
households with zero assets so large that it was necessary to frame part of our analysis
in terms of the percent of households with any nonzero amount of assets. Among the
three most prevalent investment vehicles though—housing, pensions and personal
savings—white households invest at higher rates and at higher levels than black
households. Life insurance represents an interesting departure fr