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Those of us who research wealth and asset ownership realize that if we want to truly 
understand economic inequality we have to better understand wealth - capital formation, 
asset ownership and wealth accumulation. 
 
What is wealth?  

- A stock (rather than a flow) of resources, that can appreciate over time, and can be 
inherited (intergenerational store of value).  
- A store of value that often creates new value (or creates its own income), grows 

over time according to both the rate of appreciation of individual assets and the interest 
rates that are associated with them 

-As opposed to Income which is a flow of earnings (from work, government transfers, 
etc.) over a period of time. 

- Wealth is held in a variety of forms, or in a number of different assets (home, 
business, other real estate, stocks and bonds, interest-earning accounts at financial 
institutions, vehicle, retirement accounts; nontraditional assets). 

- Variety of purposes: to finance consumption during retirement, to surmount 
liquidity constraints, to finance investments in education, and to guarantee that one's 
offspring are secure after one dies.   

-Wealth is measured mostly by Net worth = assets less liabilities.  
 
Levels of Wealth: 
Measured by a variety of surveys. Table 1 reports SCF (Federal Reserve), SIPP (Census), 
PSID (University of Michigan). 

• African American median household net worth 2000: $7,700 (SIPP) 
• AA median family net worth 2001:  $7,500 (PSID) 
• Non-White median family net worth 2001:  $17,100 (SCF) 

 
* 29 percent of Black households and 28 percent of Latino households have zero or 
negative net worth (compared with 11 percent of white non-Hispanic households) [the 
2000 SIPP reported by Orzechowski and Spielli 2003]. 
 
* Data from the SCF indicate that the wealth gap (of about .16) is more than three times 
the income gap between African Americans and whites (Aizcorbe, Kennickell, and 
Moore, 2003). Research finds that a substantial wealth gap persists even when income 
levels, occupational status and educational attainment are matched (Oliver and Shapiro, 
1995; Hurst, Luoh and Stafford, 1998; Wolff, 2001; and Kunjufu, 2002). 
 



Ngina Chiteji and I are editing a book on wealth accumulation and communities of color 
in the U.S. You have a copy of our introduction in your conference packets. This book 
should be available in 2006, published by the University of Michigan Press – I may have 
a flyer about it to pass out this afternoon. Barbara Robles is one of our contributors. The 
tables I use in my handout come from chapters in that book. We put this book together 
because there was not previously enough information out and research done about wealth 
holdings in a variety of communities of color or even wealth measurement issues in 
communities of color. This is the only anthology that includes data and discussion on 
wealth accumulation for Blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, Native Hawai’ians, and 
Native Americans. Feel free to ask us about it. Hopefully you will all find it useful. 
I am going to start my presentation with a discussion of the composition of wealth 
holdings since we have already heard about different definitions of wealth, wealth gaps, 
and the racialized history of wealth inequality. 
 
Composition of Wealth: 
A lot of the difference in the levels of wealth of different groups, and wealth gaps 
between groups can be explained by differences in the composition of wealth rather than 
differences in behavior like savings and consumption. 
 
Savings for example – 
African American savings out of income rates are about the same as white. Dalton 
Conely reports Black savings out of income rates to be an average of about 11% in the 
1980s (compared with white average of 10%) [Conley, 1999]. Gittleman and Wolff 
[2004] find African American mean savings rates to be 5.7% between 1989 and 1994 
(compared to 8.2% for whites) [p. 212]. They estimate that the contribution of savings to 
wealth accumulation is somewhat greater for whites (66%) than for African Americans 
(55%) [p. 21]. However, when savings rates are controlled for level of income there is no 
significant difference in savings rates between the two groups. All the difference is in 
income levels. So, if and when Blacks have the same level of income as whites, the 
savings rates are the same. Thus labor market attributes have a stronger effect on wealth 
for Blacks than for whites. 
 
Savings rates are not significantly different but inheritance makes a difference: 
Inheritance is received by 1% of Black families compared to 12% of whites [Gittleman 
and Wolff 2004] 
 
Which brings us to the composition of wealth - very different between groups. 
 
Wealth holdings and their value in 2000 (SIPP) Tables 2 and 3  

Most frequently held: 
• Equity in home: Black - 47%; $35,945 white – 73%; $65,933 
• Interest earning assets in financial institutions: Black - 42%; ? white – 71%; 

$30,273 
• Regular checking accounts: Black - 30% white – 39% 
• Equity in motor vehicles:  Black - 70% white – 89% 
 



 Less frequently held: 
• Stocks and mutual funds, etc.: Black – 10.2%; $8,716 [Table 4] white - 30%; 

$20,540 
• Rental property equity: Black - $30,810 white - $75,998 

 
Intra-Group Inequality: 
Wealth is more highly concentrated among Black and Latino populations than white 
populations [Elmelech Forthcoming]. Analysis of data from the Health and Retirement 
Survey surveying families nearing retirement age, reveal that the median net worth held 
by white households at the highest income quintile is 16.2 times greater than the median 
net worth of the wealth held by households at the lowest income quintile, and is 3.3 times 
greater than the amount held by the middle (third) quintile. The comparable figures for 
Blacks and Latinos are 180.0 and 5.3 (among Blacks), and 112.0 and 8.8 (among 
Latinos), respectively (Department of Commerce 1995). Using data from the Survey of 
Consumer Finance (SCF) in three points in time – 1962, 1983,1989 - and comparing the 
mean and the median value of wealth of Whites and Non-Whites, Wolff (1994) concludes 
that the distribution of wealth is more unequal among non-Whites than Whites and the 
gaps increased over time. 
 
Why? Less intergenerational transfers and inheritance, low levels of income, fewer job 
benefits and less employer pension plans, job discrimination, and family structure – 
married couples have more wealth than single-parent families and Blacks have higher 
percentage of single-parent families.  
 
Women: 
Chang [Forthcoming] confirms that very little has been written about wealth and gender, 
and women as a class, when reporting or analyzing wealth and wealth inequality.  
 
2001 SCF (both individual and household data):  

• Large gender gaps exist between men and women of similar household types,  
• Single parenting matters a great deal in wealth accumulation.  
• Never married women under age 65, for example, whose incomes almost reach 

parity with men, have only 15% of the wealth of men, whether or not they have 
children.  

• Women of color experience greater barriers to wealth accumulation than white 
women,  

• Gender wealth inequality may be greater among non-white men and women than 
among whites [see Table 5].   

 
Implications: 
Need to understand wealth inequality from historic and systemic perspectives – 
discrimination, limited opportunities, sabotage and violence, family responsibilities and 
structure, cumulative disadvantages for some and advantages for others; not just (and 
often little) about behaviors. 
 



The Black middle class is middle class by income but not by wealth, so their economic 
status is much more precarious than appears.  
 
In many cases Black women are left to raise African American children, but often have 
the fewest resources, not just lower incomes, but much less wealth. 
Intra-group wealth inequality is much more severe for African Americans and Latinos 
than whites. 
 
Solutions are difficult because any behavioral and policy changes make only incremental 
advances because of the years of cumulative disadvantage in inheritance, capital and 
credit markets, income.  
 
I would like to discuss a wealth creation strategy I have been researching. 
 
Cooperative Ownership and wealth accumulation: 
I am working on a project to identify and measure wealth accumulation through 
cooperative enterprise ownership. A growing body of research suggests that successful 
cooperatives have income and wealth benefits for their members, and “spill over effects” 
for their communities that include economic stability, recirculation of resources, and 
accumulation of assets (see Gordon Nembhard 2000, 2002, and 2004(a)). Members of 
cooperatives also practice democratic governance which tends to increase civic 
engagement and democracy building skills, another kind of asset (see Gordon Nembhard 
and Blasingame, 2002, and forthcoming).  Much more work needs to be done here, but it 
appears that we can calculate increased asset ownership and other wealth benefits from 
being an owner of a cooperative business, that is probably more than just the equity share 
in the business. I am also working on ways to understand the increased shared or 
community wealth from having a cooperative located in a community. And I am trying to 
calculate a “cooperative community multiplier” that measures how many times a dollar 
produced by a cooperatively owned company recirculates in the community. 
 
Finally, I focus on how African American scholars and activists over the past 200 years 
view cooperative economics, and to analyze cooperative enterprise development as a 
strategy for African Americans - particularly as a mechanism to control their own income 
and wealth generation through economic forms that reflect their social and economic 
values, and deliver benefits broadly.  
Example of wealth findings:  

• Cooperative Home Care Associations – 25-50% annual return on their investment 
($1000 equity share), plus stable job in an industry that did not provide stable full 
time jobs, benefits in an industry that did not provide benefits, high quality 
training in an industry known for its lack of or low quality training, access to IDA 
programs, job mobility (nursing, teaching, mentoring) and management training. 

• Federation of Southern Cooperatives/LAF community development credit unions 
help members to save, and provide loans for home ownership and business 
development. 

 
Discussion Topics: 



1. Measurement limitations  - How do the ways we define and measure wealth condition 
or limit our understanding of wealth, its effects, and the possibilities to increase asset 
ownership? 
 
2. If not savings then what? How do differences in portfolio composition help explain 
wealth inequality? What are some remedies to portfolio composition issues? 
 
3. Policy history – How do the histories of policy discrimination and asset stripping help 
explain wealth inequality and low wealth holdings in communities of color? 
 
4. Policy needs, Policy solutions – Explore the policy needs to remedy past asset 
discrimination and possible policy solutions or examples of innovative policies. 
 
5. Discuss alternative asset building and wealth accumulation strategies, their strengths 
and weaknesses, and how they can be perpetuated. Do some strategies work better for 
some kinds of communities?  
 
6. How does including different and nontraditional definitions of wealth help to advance 
the asset model? Or does it? 
 
7. Gender differences in wealth – Do gender differences in wealth help explain wealth 
inequality and intra-group inequality? How does marriage facilitate wealth creation? 
 
8. Intra-group inequalities – What are the dimensions of intra-group inequality? What 
explains it? Why is it important to understand intra-group wealth inequality? 
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Table 1 (Leigh Table 2b) 
 
 Median Net Worth by Race/Ethnicity, 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001  
 (Numbers in Thousands of 2001 Dollars) 
 
 
Households/Families1 1998 1998 1999 2000 2001 2001 
 SCF SIPP PSID SIPP PSID SCF 
All $78.0 $51.9 $ 53.1 $56.5 $ 63.0 $86.1 
White  64.6 80.2 70.8 95.0  
White Non-Hispanic 103.4  73.8  81.5  120.9 
Black or African American  6.4 6.8  7.7 7.5  
Hispanic/Latino2  7.5          10.0   
Non-White or Hispanic 17.9     17.1 
 
 
1 Data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the Survey of 

Consumer Finances (SCF) are for families, while data from the Survey of Income 
and Program Participation (SIPP) are for households.  These concepts are similar 
enough that wealth data from these surveys are comparable.  

 
2 Hispanics/Latinos may be of any race. Both terms are used here to reflect the 

variations in usage among the data sources. 
 
SOURCES: Aizcorbe et al. 2003 for SCF 1998 and 2001; Orzechowski & Sepielli 
(detailed tables) 2003 for SIPP 1998 and 2000; and  Gouskova & Stafford 2002 for PSID 
1999 and 2001 
 



Table 2 (Leigh Table 3) 
 
 Assets Held by the Largest Percentages of Households, by Race/Ethnicity (2000) 
 
 
 Black  Hispanic- 

Origin1
White White Non- 

Hispanic 
All 

Equity in Motor  
Vehicles 

70% 78%    88% 89% 86% 

Equity in Own  
Home 

47 48 71 73 67 

Interest-Earning Assets 
at Financial Institutions2

42 45 69 71 65 

Regular Checking 
Accounts2

30 32    38 39 38 

 
 
 
1 The term Hispanic-origin (rather than Latino) is used here because data were 

reported thus by Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003). 
 
2 The category AInterest-Earning Assets at Financial Institutions@ includes: 

passbook savings accounts, money market deposit accounts, certificates of 
deposits (CDs), and interest-earning checking accounts. ARegular Checking 
Accounts@ are reported separately because they are not interest-earning accounts. 

 
SOURCE: Detailed tables from Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003) 



Table 3 (Leigh Table 5) 
 
 Assets with Largest Median Net Values, Asset-Holding Households by Race/Ethnicity  
 (2000, in 2001 Dollars) 
 
 Black Hispanic- 

Origin1
White White Non-

Hispanic 
All 

Rental Property 
Equity 

$30,810 $63,674 $74,458 $75,998 $71,890 

Equity in Own 
Home 

35,945 39,026 61,620 65,933 60,593 

Other Real 
Estate Equity 

13,351 30,810 41,080 41,080 41,080 

Other Interest-
Earning Assets 

NA     NA  29,796 30,273 29,796 

IRAs or Keogh 
Plans 

8,216 15,405 25,675 26,240 24,648 

Other Assets NA    6,213 24,648 25,675 22,594 
401(k) & Thrift 
Plans 

   9,243 12,324 22,286 23,313 20,540 

NA = Not available 
 
1 The term Hispanic-origin (rather than Latino) is used here because data were 

reported thus by Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003). 
 
SOURCE: Detailed tables from Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003) 
 
 
Table 4 (Leigh Table 7) 
 
 Median and Mean Values of Stocks and Mutual Fund Shares, 
 Asset-Holding Households by Race/Ethnicity  
 (2000, in 2001 Dollars) 
 
 Black Hispanic-

Origin 
White White Non-

Hispanic 
All  

Median Values $ 8,216 $10,270 $  20,540 $20,540 $  19,788 
Mean Values $39,724   $53,532 $112,164       $113,969 $107,830 

 
 
1 The term Hispanic-origin (rather than Latino) is used here because data were 

reported thus by Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003). 
 
SOURCE: Detailed tables from Orzechowski & Sepielli (2003) 



Table 5 (Chang Table 3) 
 
  Gender Differences in Median Wealth by Race, 2000. 
 
 White Black Other 
Separated/Divorced    
     Men $57,470 $22,700 $10,600 
     Women $42,500 $3,050 $1,720 
          Gender Gap 74.0% 10.4% 16.2% 
    
Widowed    
     Men $149,000 n/a1 n/a1

     Women $91,400 n/a1 n/a1

          Gender Gap 61.3%   
    
Never-Married    
     Men $28,500 $120 $3,800 
     Women $11,400 $50 $1 
          Gender Gap 40.0% 41.7% .03% 
    
Note: Author’s calculations of the 2001 Survey of Consumer Finances. 
1 Sample size too small to provide reliable estimates. 
 



 
Table 6  (Elmelech Table 2) 
 

Median Measured Net Worth by Racial and Ethnic origin: Distribution and Ratio 
Between Quintiles 
             

 
Quintiles   White  Black  Latino 
             
   

Bottom Quintile (0-20%)   6,500  00  00    

Ratio to Top quintile 90.8  167,000   213,835 

 

Second Quintile (20-40%)  61,000  2,700  3,000   

Ratio to Top quintile 9.7  61.8  71.2 

 

Third Quintile (40-60%)  126,912  28,650  31,500   

Ratio to Top quintile  4.6  5.8  6.8 

 

Fourth Quintile (60-80%)  236,100  66,600  79,700   

Ratio to Top quintile  2.5  2.5  2.7 

 

Top Quintile (80-100%)  590,500  167,000  213,835   

 

             

Source: Health and Retirement Study (HRS1992, cohort 1931-1941); Department of 
Commerce 1995. 
 


