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Examining the Loss of Wealth 
and Downward Mobility of 
African Americans
A Review of Challenges for the Black 
Middle Class

R
eaching the middle class is often considered one of the central elements of the American 
Dream. For African Americans, attaining middle-class status can be seen as an indicator of 
racial progress. Research on post-Civil Rights era racial progress often points to the growth 
of the Black middle class as evidence that opportunities for racial minorities in the United 

States have improved over the past several decades (Bobo, 2011; Lacy, 2007; Patterson, 1997; Wilson, 
1978). Some also point to a growing Black middle class as in indicator that African Americans face 
fewer racial barriers now than in the past (Lamont et al., 2016; Welburn, 2016). 
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Yet, even when African Americans reach the 
middle class, they may have trouble maintaining 
their position there. Several studies have demon-
strated that African Americans face disproportion-
ately high downward mobility rates, meaning that 
Black children who grow up in middle-class house-
holds are less likely than white children who grow up 
in middle-class households to replicate their parents’ 
socioeconomic status (Acs, 2011; Chetty, Hendren, 
et al., 2019; Pattillo, 2013).1 These data point to the 
potential precariousness of middle-class status for 
African Americans and question the extent of Afri-
can Americans’ gains in the post–Civil Rights era.

In this report, we provide an overview of recent 
research on the intergenerational downward mobil-
ity rates of middle-class African Americans. We also 
discuss factors that may contribute to dispropor-
tionately high downward mobility rates for African 
Americans who grow up in middle-class households, 
such as research on educational attainment, occu-
pational experiences, neighborhood circumstances, 
wealth, and persistent racism and discrimination. 
Finally, we conclude by considering policies that may 
improve the social mobility prospects of African 
Americans from middle-class households.

The Black Middle Class: Growth 
and Social Mobility Trajectories

The Black middle class has grown significantly in 
the post–Civil Rights era. Increased employment 

and educational opportunities have contributed to 
significant growth in the number of middle-class 
African Americans. Two turning points had a partic-
ularly significant impact. The first occurred during 
the Great Migration (1910–1970), when millions of 
African Americans left the southern United States to 
move to northern cities, such as Chicago, Philadel-
phia, and Washington, D.C., to escape the brutality 
of the Jim Crow South and seek better opportunities 
for social mobility. The growing availability of indus-
trial jobs, in particular, offered African Americans 
the chance to earn higher wages than were possible 
in the south. Although they encountered significant 
barriers created by racism and discrimination, some 
migrants, over time, in places such as Detroit were 
able to buy homes and improve their families’ eco-
nomic opportunities (Drake and Cayton, 1945; Pat-
tillo, 2013; Sugrue, 2014; Wilkerson, 2010).

Second, the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s 
and 1960s further improved the mobility trajectories 
of African Americans. Anti-discrimination legisla-
tion and affirmative action programs increased 
educational and employment opportunities for Afri-
can Americans, significantly expanding the size of 
the Black middle class (Collins, 1983; Pattillo, 2013; 
Wilson, 1978). Definitions of middle class can vary 
among studies. Researchers most often use income, 
educational attainment, occupation, and home 
ownership status or some combination of these mea-
sures to determine a middle-class population. Yet, 
regardless of definition, data consistently show some 

KEY FINDINGS
 ■ The complex and interconnected obstacles that confront middle-class African Americans show that 

middle-class status does not provide the same level of protection to them as it does to white Americans.

 ■ Overall, African Americans—even those who grow up in middle-class households—are more likely than 
white Americans to move down the socioeconomic spectrum as adults, while white Americans are more 
likely to move up the socioeconomic spectrum. 

 ■ Several interconnected factors create obstacles for middle-class African Americans, contributing to 
disproportionately high downward mobility rates. These factors include the racial wealth gap, housing 
and neighborhood circumstances, educational and occupational attainment, and persistent racism and 
discrimination.

 ■ The persistence of racial inequalities suggests that policy actions taken to date have not narrowed the 
wealth gap, and a more significant intervention may be needed to make lasting change.
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improvement in circumstances for African Ameri-
cans in the post–Civil Rights era. 

For example, Pulliam, Reeves, and Shiro (2020) 
use data from the Current Population Survey to 
explore the changing racial composition of the U.S. 
middle class from 1979–2019. The authors define 
middle class as individuals between the ages of 25 
and 54 with incomes that fall in the middle 60 per-
cent of the U.S. income distribution. They find that 
in 1979 the U.S. middle class was 84 percent white, 
9 percent Black, 5 percent Latino, and 2 percent other 
racial groups. Although the middle class remains 
mostly white, other racial groups have made sub-
stantial gains over the past several decades: In 2019, 
they find that the middle class was 59 percent white, 
12 percent Black, 18 percent Latino, and 10 percent 
other racial groups.2 By their definition, African 
Americans make up a larger share of the middle class 
even though their share of the overall U.S. population 
has remained constant over this period. 

Landry and Marsh (2011) use occupation to 
measure middle class membership for African 
Americans and white Americans. They find that 
between 1983 and 2010 the proportion of African 
Americans in middle-class professions grew from 
just under 40 percent to over 50 percent. The gap 
between the number of African Americans and 
white Americans working in middle-class profes-
sions also decreased during this period.3 

Prospects for middle-class African Americans 
improved so much during the mid-20th century that 
William Julius Wilson (1978) argues in his book The 
Declining Significance of Race that class was becom-
ing a more significant determinant of life outcomes 
for African Americans than race. Wilson describes 
the growing separation between the experiences of 
middle-class and economically disadvantaged Afri-
can Americans. He argues that middle-class African 
Americans benefited from Civil Rights era policies, 
such as affirmative action initiatives, that improved 
educational and occupational opportunities. In con-
trast, he argues that less economically advantaged 
African Americans were becoming more isolated 
in racially segregated inner-city neighborhoods 
with high poverty rates and limited educational 
and occupational opportunities. In his 1987 book 
The Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson goes on to look 

more closely at the impact of economic and racial 
segregation on low-income African Americans in 
inner-city areas. He demonstrates the devastating 
impact of deindustrialization on the life outcomes 
of members of this group.

However, subsequent research shows that Afri-
can Americans face disproportionately high down-
ward mobility rates from the middle class. African 
Americans who grow up in middle-class households 
are much less likely to maintain their status than 
white Americans who grow up in middle-class 
households. Therefore, although the growth of the 
Black middle class since the mid-20th century may 
indicate significant racial progress, high levels of 
downward mobility call into question the openness of 
the opportunity structure in the United States (Acs, 
2011; Isaacs, Sawhill, and Haskins, 2008; Chetty, 
Hendren et al., 2019; Pattillo-McCoy, 1999). 

Acs (2011) uses data from the National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth to compare the mobility tra-
jectories of African Americans and white Americans. 
Findings show that 37 percent of African Americans 
who grow up in middle-class households fall out of 
the middle class as adults compared with 25 percent 
of white Americans. Downward mobility rates also 
vary significantly by gender. Thirty-eight percent of 
Black men fall out of the middle class as adults, com-
pared with 21 percent of white men. The difference 
is smaller for women: 35 percent of Black women 

African Americans who 
grow up in middle-class 
households are much 
less likely to maintain 
their status than white 
Americans who grow 
up in middle-class 
households. 
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fall out of the middle class as adults compared with 
30 percent of white women.

Research conducted as part of the Opportunity 
Insight Project, which uses a larger nationwide data 
set that combines U.S. Census and tax return data, 
suggests that downward mobility rates for African 
Americans are actually much higher. Using this data 
set, Chetty, Hendren et al. (2019) find that Black 
children who grow up in middle-class households 
are significantly less likely to replicate their parents’ 
socioeconomic status than white children who grow 
up in middle-class households. They explore the 
mobility trajectories of 21.3 million children born 
between 1978 and 1983 from across the United States. 
They find that, regardless of the household income 
of their parents, African Americans experience less 
upward mobility and more downward mobility than 
their white peers. Their findings also show that Black 
males fare worse than Black females. The authors 
show that differences in mobility trajectories persist 
despite cognitive ability (measured by standardized 
test scores) and across U.S. Census tracts, suggesting 
other contributing factors, such as persistent racism 
and discrimination. 

In Tables 1 and 2, we analyze data from the 
Opportunity Insights project to look more closely at 

the mobility trajectories of Black and white adults 
whose mothers were born in the United States.4 
Table 1 specifically shows the mobility trajectories 
of Black and white adults who grew up across the 
socioeconomic spectrum; quintile 5 represents the 
top of the income range, and quintile 1 sits at the 
bottom.5 The rows represent the income quintile of 
parents, and the columns represent the income quin-
tile of their adult children. Movement to the right 
represents downward mobility, while movement to 
the left represents upward mobility. The data show 
that overall African Americans are more likely than 
white Americans to move down the socioeconomic 
spectrum as adults, while white Americans are more 
likely to move up the socioeconomic spectrum. For 
example, for adult children who grew up in quintile 4 
(i.e., their parents’ income quintile), 25.8 percent 
of white Americans remain in quintile 4 as adults, 
compared with 21.4 percent of African Americans 
percent of African Americans. White Americans 
who grew up in quintile 4 are more likely than Afri-
can Americans who grew up in quintile 4 to move 
into quintile 5. In contrast, African Americans who 
grew up in quintile 4 are much more likely than 
white Americans to fall into quintiles 1–3 as adults 
compared with white Americans who grew up in 

TABLE 1

Impact of Race and Parents’ Income Quintile on Adult Children’s Income Quintile

Parents’ Income 
Quintile Race

Percentage of Adult Children with Individual Income in Quintile

5 4 3 2 1

5 White 36.8 23.7 15.8 12.4 11.3

Black 25.9 23.2 20.9 16.8 13.2

4 White 23.8 25.8 21.0 16.0 13.4

Black 17.0 21.4 24.1 21.3 16.2

3 White 18.0 23.4 22.8 19.4 16.5

Black 13.0 18.9 24.7 24.6 18.8

2 White 14.1 19.9 22.8 22.7 20.5

Black 9.0 15.5 24.4 28.8 22.4

1 White 10.4 15.4 20.8 26.2 27.3

Black 5.9 11.2 21.5 33.4 27.9

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of Opportunity Insights data (Opportunity Insights, undated).

NOTE: Bold values highlight the percentages of adult children that stayed in the same quintile as their parents.
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quintile 4. For adults who grew up in quintile 3 (at 
the middle of the spectrum), 22.8 percent of white 
Americans remain there as adults, compared with 
24.7 percent of African Americans. Although more 
African Americans than white Americans remain in 
quintile 3, this is because more white Americans than 
African Americans are moving up the socioeconomic 
spectrum. In contrast, African Americans are more 
likely to fall into quintiles 1 and 2.

Table 2 details the mobility trajectories of Black 
and white adults by gender. The data show that Black 
men face particularly high rates of downward social 
mobility. For example, 28.2 percent of white men who 

grew up in quintile 4 remain in quintile 4 as adults, 
compared with 21.2 percent of African American 
men. White men who grew up in quintile 4 are more 
likely than Black men who grew up in quintile 4 to 
move into quintile 5 as adults. In contrast, Black 
men are more likely than white men to fall into 
quintiles 1–3. Black men are more likely to fall from 
quintile 5 to quintiles 1–3 (the bottom of the income 
distribution) than any other group. The differences 
in the mobility trajectories of Black and white women 
are much smaller. For example, 23.4 percent of white 
women who grew up in quintile 4 remain there as 
adults compared with 21.6 percent of Black women. 

TABLE 2

Impact of Race, Gender, and Parents’ Income Quintile on Adult Children’s Income 
Quintile

Parents’ 
Income 
Quintile Race

Gender of 
Child

Percentage of Adult Children with Individual Income in Quintile

5 4 3 2 1

5 White F 28.0 24.3 17.6 15.5 14.6

Black F 24.5 24.4 22.7 17.8 10.6

White M 45.3 23.2 13.9 9.4 8.1

Black M 27.2 22.1 19.2 15.8 15.8

4 White F 15.9 23.4 23.2 20.3 17.2

Black F 15.5 21.6 26.7 23.8 12.5

White M 31.3 28.2 18.9 11.8 9.8

Black M 18.6 21.2 21.4 18.9 19.9

3 White F 11.6 19.6 24.5 24.1 20.3

Black F 11.6 19.1 27.5 27.7 14.1

White M 24.2 27.0 21.3 14.8 12.9

Black M 14.4 18.7 21.8 21.3 23.8

2 White F 9.1 16.3 23.5 27.4 23.7

Black F 7.8 15.0 27.7 33.6 16.0

White M 19.1 23.5 22.0 18.0 17.4

Black M 10.4 16.0 20.8 23.7 29.2

1 White F 6.4 12.0 20.9 31.1 29.7

Black F 4.8 10.2 24.4 40.6 20.1

White M 14.4 18.8 20.6 21.3 24.8

Black M 7.2 12.3 18.3 25.8 36.4

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of Opportunity Insights data (Opportunity Insights, undated).

NOTE: Bold values highlight the percentages of adult children that stayed in the same quintile as their parents. F = female; M = male.
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Both groups move from quintile 4 into quintile 5 at 
about the same rate (15.9 percent of white women 
compared with 15.5 percent of Black women). Black 
women who grew up in quintile 4 are more likely 
than white women who grew up in quintile 4 to 
fall into quintiles 2 and 3 as adults, although white 
women are more likely to fall into quintile 1.6 Thus, 
consistent with previous findings, these data show 
that much of the downward mobility for African 
Americans occurs among males. Many factors may 
contribute to this trend, including persistent racism 
and discrimination, which may disproportionately 
affect Black males who are arrested and incarcerated 
at disproportionately high rates.

Understanding the Dynamics 
of Intergenerational Downward 
Mobility

Educational and Occupational 
Attainment

Earning a college degree is often seen as an impor-
tant tool for social mobility in the United States. As 
a result, efforts to reduce U.S. racial inequality in the 
post–Civil Rights era have included a focus on Afri-
can Americans’ attainment of college degrees. These 
efforts have included programs that provide African 
Americans with support in preparing for college, 
programs that seek to increase the number of African 
Americans admitted to U.S. colleges and universi-
ties, and scholarships that provide financial support 
to African Americans pursuing college and graduate 

degrees.7 College degree completion rates for African 
Americans have increased significantly since the 
mid-20th century, demonstrating the overall success 
of some of these efforts. 

However, a large gap remains between the col-
lege degree attainment rates of African Americans 
and white Americans. In 1964, 4 percent of African 
Americans (25 and older) had earned a bachelor’s 
degree, compared with 10 percent of white Ameri-
cans. In 2020, 28 percent of African Americans (25 
and older) had earned a bachelor’s degree, compared 
with 41 percent of white Americans (Fry, Bennett, 
and Barrosso, 2021). Degree attainment rates also 
vary significantly by gender. Thus, the data on col-
lege degree attainment paints a mixed picture—one 
that shows progress and continued disparities for 
African Americans.

One of the most significant obstacles that Afri-
can Americans face when seeking a college degree 
is more likely being first-generation college students 
than white Americans. First-generation students 
experience more challenges than continuing-
generation students. Overall, they have longer degree 
completion times and lower degree attainment rates 
than continuing-generation students. Research has 
shown that challenges can include limited resources 
and support for first-generation students on col-
lege campuses (see Bowen and Bok, 2019; Jack, 2019; 
Massey et al., 2003).

Yet, Black college students do not fare as well 
as white students even when one of their parents 
has attended college. Fry (2021) finds that 57 per-
cent of African Americans who have a parent with 

Earning a college degree is often seen as an 
important tool for social mobility in the United 
States. As a result, efforts to reduce U.S. racial 
inequality in the post–Civil Rights era have 
included a focus on African Americans’ attainment 
of college degrees.
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a bachelor’s degree have completed college them-
selves compared with a 21 percent degree comple-
tion rate for African Americans whose parents do 
not have a bachelor’s degree. In contrast, 72 per-
cent of white Americans who have a parent with a 
bachelor’s degree have completed college compared 
with a 29 percent degree completion rate for white 
Americans whose parents do not have a bachelor’s 
degree. Thus, although African Americans who have 
a parent with a bachelor’s degree have much higher 
degree completion rates than African Americans 
whose parents do not have a bachelor’s degree, their 
degree completion rates lag behind those of white 
Americans with similarly educated parents.

Continuing-generation Black students may also 
have less-favorable outcomes than white students 
in some areas after they graduate from college. 
Data from the 2008 cohort of the Baccalaureate and 
Beyond longitudinal study (B&B) show that white 
students who have at least one parent with a four-year 
degree or higher fare better in some areas than Black 
students who have at least one parent with a four-year 
degree or higher.8

For example, in 2018, ten years after college 
graduation, white cohort members with at least one 
parent with a college degree had a median annual 
individual income of $68,000 compared with a mean 
annual individual income of $60,000 for Black cohort 
members with at least one parent with a college 
degree. Figure 1 provides more insight into the 2018 
cohort’s economic outcomes. A similar percentage 
of Black and white cohort members earn between 
$45,976 and $65,200 per year. A greater percentage 
of Black than white cohort members earn between 
$65,201 and $96,001. However, a much greater per-
centage of Black than white cohort members fall into 
the bottom income category. In addition, a much 
greater percentage of white than Black cohort mem-
bers fall into the top income category. 

B&B data on assets and debt also paint dispa-
rate pictures for Black and white cohort members. 
For example, Figure 2 shows that in 2018, ten years 
after college graduation, a greater percentage of 
white cohort members owned a home while a greater 
percentage of Black cohort members rented a home. 
Black cohort members also held more student loan 

FIGURE 1

2018 Annual Income of Black and White 2008 Cohort Members with a College-
Educated Parent

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of B&B data (National Center for Education Statistics, undated).
NOTE: The size of some bars with the same percentage may differ slightly because values have been rounded.
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debt than white cohort members. Figure 3 shows that 
a higher percentage of white cohort members than 
Black cohort members had paid off their federal stu-
dent loan debt in 2018. The data also show that white 
Americans who had not paid off their federal student 
loan debt had much less student loan debt than Afri-
can Americans.

Limited research focuses solely on the trajecto-
ries of continuing-generation college students. As a 
result, more work is needed to determine the factors 
that contribute to the outcomes shown in Figures 1–3. 
However, we know that general research on Black col-
lege students has shown that they may face a number 
of obstacles once they get to campus, including social 
exclusion, lack of mentoring, and financial barriers 
(Bowen and Bok, 2019; Massey et al., 2003; Willie, 
2003). These challenges can negatively affect students’ 
long-term trajectories, such as graduation rates and 
post-college experiences. Taken together, the data on 
post-college outcomes of continuing-generation Black 
college students suggest that middle-class status may 
not protect them from some of these challenges once 
they get to college.

There are also significant differences between the 
occupational experiences of African Americans and 
white Americans, even when they reach the middle 
class. Pattillo-McCoy (1999) describes the Black 
middle class as “bottom heavy,” because it is com-
posed of a disproportionately high number of what 
might be considered lower-middle class individuals. 
This means that middle-class African Americans are 
more likely to hold low-status white-collar and blue-
collar jobs than middle-class white Americans. For 
example, Perry and Romer (2020) find that middle-
class African Americans are overrepresented in office 
and administrative support, transportation, and 
health support positions. However, they are under-
represented in potentially higher-paying occupations, 
such as management and business. Similarly, Landry 
and Marsh (2011) show that while the number of 
African Americans in middle-class occupations has 
increased over the past several decades, most of this 
growth has been in lower-middle class occupations.

Research has also shown that African Americans 
are more likely to experience occupational downward 
mobility than white Americans, even when they are 

FIGURE 2

2018 Home Ownership Status of Black and White 2008 Cohort Members with a 
College-Educated Parent

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of B&B data (National Center for Education Statistics, undated).
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working in middle-class occupations (McBrier and 
Wilson, 2004; Wilson and McBrier, 2005; Wilson and 
Roscigno, 2016). McBrier and Wilson (2004, p. 292) 
argue that the “minority vulnerability hypothesis” 
can explain why African Americans in white-collar 
jobs are more vulnerable to downward occupational 
mobility than white Americans in similar positions: 

. . . the minority vulnerability thesis hypoth-
esizes that African Americans’ lower average 
rank in the white-collar labor queue, their 
relegation to racialized white-collar job func-
tions, the segregated nature of professional 
network ties, and their susceptibility to evalu-
ation and attribution bias all contribute to a 
higher incidence of downward occupational 
mobility for white-collar African American 
versus White workers, lead to a more diffuse 
process of downward mobility for white-
collar African Americans relative to Whites, 
and may result in a drop to an occupational 
destination more distant from high-level 
white-collar work in terms of transferable 
human capital, skills, and training for high-

level white-collar African Americans relative 
to White workers. In fact, this race-specific 
pattern of downward occupational mobility 
would suggest that there is a fundamentally 
different route to and destination of down-
ward occupational mobility for African Amer-
ican relative to White managerial, administra-
tive, professional, and technical workers.

The authors use data from the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) to explore downward occupa-
tional mobility among African Americans during 
the 1990s working in what they define as high-level 
white-collar jobs, including administrative, manage-
rial, and technical positions.9 They find that 44 per-
cent of African Americans experienced downward 
occupational mobility compared with 27 percent 
of white Americans. African Americans were more 
likely to experience downward mobility than white 
Americans even when they have the same level of 
qualifications. They also find that African Americans 
are more likely than white Americans to fall further 
down the occupational ladder. Twenty-three percent 
of African Americans who experienced downward 

FIGURE 3

2018 Amount of Federal Student Loan Debt for Black and White 2008 Cohort 
Members with a College-Educated Parent

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of B&B data (National Center for Education Statistics, undated).
NOTE: The size of some bars with the same percentage may differ slightly because values have been rounded.

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 2

00
8 

co
ho

rt
 m

em
b

er
s 

(%
)

Student loan debt

0

20

40

60

80

100

0 $1– $18,449 $18,450–$50,946 $50,947–$105,794 More than $105,794

Total White Black

52

14 12 11 10

55

15
11 9 9

19

11
17

28
25



10

occupational mobility moved to a blue-collar job, 
compared with 12 percent of white Americans. 

The racial difference in occupational downward 
mobility rates is more significant in private sector 
jobs than in public sector jobs. Historically, the public 
sector has provided more opportunities for occupa-
tional mobility than the private sector for African 
Americans in the post–Civil Rights era (Cooper, 
Gable, and Austin, 2012; Hout, 1984; Landry and 
Marsh, 2011; Pattillo-McCoy 1999; Wilson, Roscigno, 
and Huffman, 2013; Wilson and Roscigno, 2016). 
More oversight and greater worker protections in the 
public sector have contributed to a more equal play-
ing field than in the private sector.

However, 2016 research suggests that the rise 
in neoliberal policies, which the authors define as 
more at-will positions, more positions with declas-
sified status, and fewer outlets to voice grievances, 
has had a negative impact on occupational mobil-
ity for African Americans working in public sector 
jobs (Wilson and Roscigno, 2016). For example, 
using PSID data, Wilson, Roscigno, and Huffman 
(2013) compare the occupational downward mobil-
ity rates of African Americans and white Americans 
in private and public sector occupations. They focus 
on two time periods: 1985–1990 and 2002–2007, 
which they define as pre- and post-neoliberal public 
sector reform.10 Their findings show that before neo-
liberal reform, African Americans working in the 
public sector had significantly lower occupational 
downward mobility rates than African Americans 
working in the private sector. In addition, the gap 

between rates of downward mobility between Black 
and white workers pre-public sector reform was 
much smaller in the public sector than in the private 
sector. Between 1985 and 1990, 24 percent of African 
Americans in public sector jobs experienced down-
ward mobility, compared with 20 percent of white 
Americans in public sector jobs. In contrast, the gap 
between African Americans and white Americans in 
the private sector during the same period was sig-
nificantly higher: 34 percent of African Americans 
experienced downward occupational mobility com-
pared with 21 percent of white Americans. However, 
between 2002 and 2007, patterns of occupational 
downward mobility in the public sector started to 
look much more like those seen in the private sector.

In the post-neoliberal reform period (2002–
2007), 34 percent of African Americans experienced 
downward occupational mobility compared with 
37 percent in the private sector. In addition, the gap 
between African Americans and white Americans 
grew significantly in the public sector during this 
period: While 34 percent of African Americans 
ex perienced downward occupational mobility, 
20 percent of white Americans experienced down-
ward occupational mobility (the same percentage 
as during the pre-neoliberal reform period). Their 
findings also show that although African Americans 
with college degrees are less likely to experience 
downward occupational mobility than those with-
out college degrees, they are still significantly more 
likely to experience downward mobility than their 
white counterparts.

Housing and Neighborhoods

Another report in this series describes how the his-
tory of legalized segregation, racialized government 
policies, and ongoing racism and discrimination 
affect African Americans’ home ownership rates 
(Edwards, 2022). In the second quarter of 2022, 
the home ownership rate for African Americans 
was 45 percent compared with 75 percent for white 
Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). The gap 
in home ownership rates exists across the country, 
with one of the largest gaps in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota, and two of the smallest gaps in Killeen, Texas, 

The racial difference in 
occupational downward 
mobility rates is more 
significant in private 
sector jobs than in 
public sector jobs.
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and Fayetteville, North Carolina (McCargo and 
Strochak, 2018).11 

However, home ownership rates are only part of 
the picture when seeking to understand the social 
mobility trajectories of African Americans. The 
types of neighborhoods that African Americans 
live in can also have a significant impact on their 
outcomes. African Americans are more likely than 
white Americans to live in racially and economically 
segregated neighborhoods. Several factors contribute 
to persistent residential segregation, including persis-
tent discrimination in the housing market for renters 
and buyers and open hostility (and in some cases 
violence) toward African Americans who attempt 
to move into predominantly white residential areas 
(Charles, 2003; Massey and Denton, 1993; Pattillo-
McCoy, 1999).

A plethora of previous research has shown that 
neighborhood circumstances can have a significant 
impact on the experiences and outcomes of low-
income African Americans. Racially segregated 
neighborhoods with high poverty rates can suffer 
from many problems, such as limited economic 
opportunities, poorly resourced public schools, high 
crime rates, and high rates of family disruption 
(Charles, 2003; Harris, 1999; Pattillo, 2005; Pattillo-
McCoy, 1999; Perry, Rothwell, and Harshbarger, 
2018; Sharkey, 2013; Wilson, 1996; Wilson, 1987). 

Yet, additional research has shown that neigh-
borhood inequality can also affect middle-class 
African Americans. Middle-class African Ameri-
cans were better positioned than their low-income 
counterparts to take advantage of Civil Rights era 
legislation and regulations that sought to reduce 

racial discrimination in the housing market. In the 
mid- and late-20th century, middle-class African 
Americans gained more opportunities to move away 
from some of the most disadvantaged inner-city 
neighborhoods. However, research has shown that 
the neighborhoods to which they moved in the post–
Civil Rights era and where they continue to reside 
are not on par with the neighborhoods in which 
middle-class white Americans reside. Middle-class 
African Americans are more likely to live on the 
outskirts of cities or in inner-ring suburbs that show 
evidence of urban decline. On average, residents of 
Black middle-class neighborhoods have lower median 
incomes, higher poverty rates, and lower levels of col-
lege degree attainment than residents in middle-class 
white neighborhoods (Chetty, Friedman, et al., 2020; 
Logan, 2011; Pattillo-McCoy, 1999; Pattillo, 2005; 
Reardon, Fox, and Townsend, 2015).

For example, Logan (2011) argues that when it 
comes to neighborhood circumstances, “race trumps 
income for Blacks” (p. 3). Using U.S. Census data 
from 1990 to 2009, he finds that, on average, even 
African Americans categorized as “affluent”—those 
with an annual household income of $75,000 or 
more—live in neighborhoods that are not on par with 
the neighborhoods in which their white counterparts 
reside. The average affluent Black family lives in a 
neighborhood with a poverty rate of 14 percent. In 
contrast, the average affluent white family lives in 
a neighborhood with a poverty rate of 9 percent. In 
addition, the data show that the average poor white 
family lives in a neighborhood with a poverty rate 
of 11 percent—well below the neighborhood poverty 
rate for the average affluent Black family. African 

Home ownership rates are only part of the picture 
when seeking to understand the social mobility 
trajectories of African Americans. The types of 
neighborhoods that African Americans live in can 
also have a significant impact on their outcomes.
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Americans also experience persistently high levels 
of racial residential segregation. As a result, Logan 
(2011, p. 15) argues that findings show 

Blacks’ neighborhoods are separate and 
unequal not because Blacks cannot afford 
homes in better neighborhoods, but because 
even when they achieve higher incomes, they 
are unable to translate these into residential 
mobility. 

Pattillo (2005) uses Philadelphia—a city with 
one of the largest Black populations in the United 
States—to compare the neighborhood circumstances 
of middle-class African Americans and middle-
class white Americans. Findings from U.S. Census 
data show that the “average” middle-class African 
American in Philadelphia lives in a neighborhood 
with a median income of $37,741 and a poverty rate 
of 20 percent. In contrast, the “average” middle-class 
white Philadelphian lives in a neighborhood with 
a median income of $53,195 and a poverty rate of 
7 percent. In addition, Black middle-class residents 
are more likely than white middle-class residents to 
live in neighborhoods with fewer college graduates, 
fewer white-collar workers, lower home ownership 
rates, and higher unemployment rates.

Reardon, Fox, and Townsend (2015) use U.S. 
Census data to examine economic and racial resi-
dential segregation across the United States between 
1990 and 2009. They find that as household income 
rises, African Americans remain more likely than 
white Americans to live in neighborhoods with low 
median incomes. For example, they find that in 
2009, white Americans with household incomes at 
the 50th percentile of the overall income distribu-
tion lived in neighborhoods with a median annual 
income of around $51,000. In contrast, African 
Americans in comparable households lived in neigh-
borhoods with a median annual income of around 
$42,000. They also find relatively little change 
between 1990 and 2009. 

It is important to note that not all middle-class 
and affluent African Americans live in neighbor-
hoods that are unstable or lacking in resources. 
Karyn Lacy (2007) explores the experiences of upper-
middle class African Americans living in predomi-
nantly white and predominantly Black middle-class 

neighborhoods. The study’s qualitative interviews 
with college-educated, middle-class African Ameri-
cans earning over $70,000 per year do not reveal 
the type of neighborhood instability experienced in 
places like Groveland, the anonymized setting for 
the 1999 Pattillo-McCoy study. Instead, the middle-
class respondents in Lacy’s study are much more 
focused on strategies for navigating interactions with 
white Americans and building strong ties with other 
middle- and upper-middle class African Americans. 
Lacy’s findings show that much more research is 
needed to better understand this more affluent group 
of African Americans.

However, the overall data do indicate that the 
neighborhood circumstances of the average Black 
middle-class family look much different than the 
neighborhood circumstances of the average white 
middle-class family. Neighborhood circumstances 
are significant because they can affect an individual’s 
social mobility. For example, Mary Pattillo-McCoy 
(1999) draws upon ethnographic observations to 
explore the experiences of middle-class families in a 
neighborhood in Chicago. The neighborhood, which 
she calls Groveland, was a predominantly white, 
middle-class neighborhood through the mid-20th 
century. However, as Civil Rights era legislation 
opened up opportunities, Black middle-class families 
began to move to Groveland. As more Black middle-
class families moved into the neighborhood, white 
middle-class families moved to the suburbs. Over 
time, the neighborhood became predominantly Black 
and more economically mixed. Pattillo-McCoy finds 
that changing neighborhood dynamics affected the 
mobility trajectories of the children who grew up in 
Groveland. Middle-class parents struggled to keep 
children away from what they perceived as negative 
social influences as the racial and economic dynam-
ics changed. In addition, neighborhood change 
meant fewer resources for the families in the area. 
Children who grew up there often inherited their 
parents’ homes, but between limited intergenera-
tional wealth and lackluster educational and employ-
ment opportunities, they often struggled to maintain 
the quality of life that their parents once had when 
they first moved to the neighborhood. Thus, the 
experience of downward mobility became common 
for the Black middle-class families in Groveland.
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Chetty, Friedman, et al.’s 2020 study of social 
mobility also finds that neighborhood can have 
a significant impact on outcomes for Black boys, 
who are most likely to experience downward social 
mobility. Their findings show that Black boys from 
99 percent of U.S. Census tracts earn less than 
white boys when they reach adulthood, regardless 
of parental income. However, decreases in neigh-
borhood poverty rates and levels of racial bias and 
increases in neighborhood home ownership rates, 
rent prices, and share of college-educated residents 
are all associated with more favorable outcomes for 
Black boys.12 Taken together, these studies dem-
onstrate the important impact that neighborhood 
context can have on social mobility. 

Wealth

As discussed in another report in this series, Afri-
can Americans have significantly less wealth than 
white Americans, even at the top of the socioeco-
nomic spectrum (Edwards, 2022). Figure 4 shows 
the median net worth of Black and white families 

between 1989 and 2019. The data show the magni-
tude of the size of the wealth gap between African 
Americans and white Americans. In addition, the 
data also show that there was very little change in the 
size of this racial wealth gap over this 30-year period.

Several historical and contemporary factors 
have contributed to the perpetuation of the Black-
white wealth gap. The Black-white wealth gap began 
as soon as the first African enslaved people were 
brought to the British colony of Virginia in 1619. 
White Americans were able to accumulate wealth 
during slavery that created a wealth gap that, in and 
of itself, would be difficult to close, even if that gap 
had stopped growing at the end of the Civil War. 
Craemer et al. (2020) estimate the total amount owed 
to African Americans for their labor during slav-
ery, using a number of metrics, including property 
ownership and lost wages. All formulas place the 
debt in the trillions. For example, the estimated debt 
in terms of lost wages amounts to approximately 
$18.5 trillion (in 2018 dollars). The authors use U.S. 
Census data to show that this amounts to about 
$397,459 for each African American who is a descen-

FIGURE 4

Median Net Worth of Black and White Families, 1989–2019

SOURCE: Authors’ analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances data (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve Board, 2022). 
NOTE: All values are shown in 2019 dollars.
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dant of an enslaved person in the United States. This 
estimated debt increases significantly when interest 
is applied. 

The end of slavery did not level the playing field 
between African Americans and white Americans, 
and in fact, failed Reconstruction-era policies; persis-
tent racial exclusion, such as limited opportunities to 
own property; and continued exclusion from oppor-
tunities for occupational and educational advance-
ment contributed to the perpetuation of the racial 
wealth gap in the United States. Legalized racial dis-
crimination persisted through the mid-20th century, 
significantly inhibiting African Americans’ chances 
to build wealth (Edwards, 2022). 

The legacy of historical policies combined with 
persistent racial inequalities contributes to the per-
sistence of the racial wealth gap. White Americans 
continue to own homes at higher rates than African 
Americans, and homes remain the most significant 
source of wealth for most Americans. In the second 
quarter of 2021, the Black home ownership rate 
was 45 percent, compared with 74 percent for white 
Americans. In addition, the overall gap between 
home ownership rates for African Americans and 
white Americans has remained virtually unchanged 
since the 1960s. Choi (2020) finds that the home 
ownership rate gap does decrease at higher income 
levels, but African Americans remain less likely to 
own a home than white Americans even at the upper 
end of the income distribution. Using data from the 
2017 American Community Survey, Choi finds that 
for households with an annual income of $150,000 or 

more, the home ownership rate for African Ameri-
cans is 80 percent, compared with 89 percent for 
white Americans. 

In addition, when African Americans do own 
homes, their homes are often worth less money 
than homes owned by white Americans. This can 
be attributed to several factors. Perry, Rothwell, 
and Harshbarger (2018) find that median home 
values decrease as the percentage of Black residents 
increases in cities across the United States. For 
example, using data from Zillow and the 2016 Amer-
ican Community Survey, they find that across major 
metropolitan areas, homes in neighborhoods with 
up to 1 percent of Black residents have a median 
value of $306,511. In contrast, homes in neighbor-
hoods with 20–50 percent of Black residents have a 
median value of $181,281, and homes in neighbor-
hoods with more than 50 percent of Black residents 
have a median home value of $149,217. They find 
that some of these differences can be attributed to 
“neighborhood quality,” which includes quality of 
the housing stock, quality of local schools, pollution 
levels, and the number of businesses. However, they 
also find that differences exist in home values even 
when controlling for neighborhood quality: The 
median home value in predominantly Black neigh-
borhoods should be about $48,000 higher if it were 
located in a white neighborhood.

Howell and Korver-Glenn (2021) examine 
appraised home values in majority white and major-
ity Black/Latino neighborhoods between 1980 and 
2015. Using U.S. Census data, they find that the 
average home in a predominantly white neighbor-
hood appreciated $194,000 more than an average 
home in a predominantly Black/Latino neighbor-
hood. Their findings show that, in 1980, 80 percent 
of racial differences in appraised home values could 
be attributed to housing quality (e.g., size of home) 
and neighborhood socioeconomic status. However, 
they find that, in 2015, only 36 percent of racial dif-
ferences in appraised home values could be explained 
by housing quality and neighborhood socioeconomic 
status. They also find that housing demand across 
neighborhoods had no impact on racial differences 
in appraisal values. As a result, they argue that the 
home appraisal process itself has the biggest impact 

The legacy of historical 
policies combined 
with persistent racial 
inequalities contributes 
to the persistence of 
the racial wealth gap.
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sumer Finances data, there is also a significant wealth 
gap between African Americans and white Ameri-
cans regardless of where they fall on the U.S. income 
distribution. The median net worth of a Black family 
is $24,100 compared with $189,000 for a white family. 
The median net worth of a Black family at the 75th 
percentile of the distribution is $114,000 compared 
with $573,000 for a white family at the 75th percen-
tile (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve Board 
System, 2022).

Taken together, these previous studies show that 
several factors may contribute to the racial wealth 
gap and that the wealth gap remains significant 
even when African Americans reach the middle 
class. As a result, African Americans who grow up 
in middle-class households may have less of a finan-
cial cushion to rely on than white Americans who 
grow up in similar households. This can mean less 
money for major expenses, such as college tuition 
and home purchases, and more susceptibility to 
economic instability.

Racism and Discrimination

Racism and discrimination intersect with many 
of the issues discussed above, and their direct 

Research also shows 
that differences in the 
types of assets that 
African Americans 
and white Americans 
have in addition to 
their homes can also 
contribute to the racial 
wealth gap.

on racial differences in home appraisal values. Spe-
cifically, they argue that home appraisers use histori-
cal and contemporary comparisons to determine 
a home’s value, and determining which homes are 
comparable is often affected by the racial composi-
tion of the neighborhood. As a result, the appraisal 
process can perpetuate persistent racial inequality. 
Their findings highlight a possible contributor to 
ongoing differences in the values of homes owned 
by white Americans versus those owned by African 
Americans. Racial residential segregation means 
that African Americans remain more likely to live 
in predominantly Black or other racially minori-
tized neighborhoods than to live in predominantly 
white neighborhoods, which could have a significant 
impact on the assessed value of their homes.

Research also shows that differences in the 
types of assets that African Americans and white 
Americans have in addition to their homes can also 
contribute to the racial wealth gap. African Ameri-
cans are less likely than white Americans to have 
defined contribution retirement accounts, stocks and 
bonds, and other business assets (Kent and Ricketts, 
2021). African Americans are also significantly less 
likely to inherit assets than white Americans. Using 
data from the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances, 
Moss et al. (2020) find that about 30 percent of 
white Americans receive an inheritance compared 
with just 10 percent of African Americans. In addi-
tion, the average value of the inheritance that white 
Americans receive is about $195,000 compared with 
an average inheritance value of about $100,000 for 
African Americans. 
Research has also shown that the racial wealth gap 
persists, despite an individual’s level of education and 
annual income (Darity et al., 2018; Kent and Ricketts, 
2021). Kent and Ricketts (2021) find that the median 
net worth of a Black household with a college-
educated head of household is approximately $77,000, 
compared with $298,000 for white households with a 
college-educated head of household. The median net 
worth of a Black household with a head of household 
who holds a post-graduate degree is approximately 
$243,000 compared with $597,000 for a white house-
hold with a head of household who holds a post-
graduate degree. According to 2019 Survey of Con-



16

impact is not easy to measure. However, research 
has conclusively shown that these experiences can 
negatively impact everything from job prospects 
to health outcomes (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Feagin 
and Sikes, 1994; Lamont et al., 2016). Young (2003) 
argues that middle-class African Americans may be 
more likely to report experiences with racism and 
discrimination than those who are not middle class 
because of increased contact with white Americans 
in integrated settings.

Feagin and Sikes (1994) explore middle-class 
African Americans’ experiences with racism and 
discrimination. They interview middle-class  
African Americans from different occupations and 
age groups and find that their respondents experi-
ence racism and discrimination in all areas of their 
lives, including at school, at work, and while in 
public spaces. Their respondents report a range of 
experiences from subtle slights to blocked oppor-
tunities in the workplace. Thus, they argue that 
racism is a significant and constant part of middle-
class African Americans’ experience and continues 
to have a negative impact on their outcomes, despite 
their socioeconomic status. 

Similarly, Lamont et al. (2016) demonstrate that 
working-class and middle-class African Americans 
experience racism and discrimination in many 
contexts. As a result, they have developed a reper-

toire of strategies for dealing with the experiences 
that often depend upon context. For example, they 
may carefully weigh what is at stake before decid-
ing whether or not to confront a discriminator. For 
middle-class African Americans, these experiences 
are particularly significant as they climb the occu-
pational ladder: Workplace incidents range from 
casual racial jokes by colleagues to challenges when 
seeking a job promotion.

Neckerman, Carter, and Lee (1999) argue that 
middle-class African Americans have developed a 
“minority culture of mobility” in response to their 
economic position and experiences as members of 
a racial minority group. This culture of mobility 
includes building ties with other middle-class Afri-
can Americans and developing strategies to navigate 
interactions with white Americans. Lacy (2007) also 
argues that developing strategies to navigate predom-
inantly white spaces is an important part of the Black 
middle-class experience.

Economic Recessions

Research also shows that middle-class African 
Americans are hit harder than middle-class white 
Americans during recessions. Racial dispari-
ties in areas such as occupational attainment and 
wealth mean that middle-class African Americans 
are extremely vulnerable to economic shocks. For 
example, Kochhar and Cilluffo (2018) consider the 
period after the 2007–2009 recession and find that 
because of significant financial losses across racial 
groups, the racial wealth gap actually decreased for 
low-income families. However, the racial wealth gap 
increased significantly for the middle class. Part of 
this was driven by the subprime mortgage crisis that 
had a disproportionately negative impact on Black 
homeowners (Burd-Sharps and Rasch, 2015; Faber, 
2013; Phillips, 2012; Rugh and Massey, 2020). For 
example, Faber (2013) finds that African Americans 
were significantly more likely than white Americans 
to receive subprime loans leading up to the reces-
sion. Using data from the Home Mortgage Disclo-
sure Act (HMDA), Faber shows that in 2006 African 
Americans were more likely than white Americans 
to receive subprime loans. In addition, the likelihood 
of receiving a subprime loan increased for African 

The circumstances 
of the Black middle 
class can be made 
more precarious 
when the United 
States experiences 
economic recessions 
by worsening existing 
inequalities. 
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Americans as their income increased. In contrast, the 
likelihood of receiving a subprime loan decreased for 
white Americans as their income increased. Faber 
argues that the HMDA data suggest that middle-class 
and upper-middle class African Americans may have 
been specifically targeted for subprime mortgages. 
Phillips (2012) finds that Black women in particular 
were more likely than Black men, white men, and 
white women to receive subprime loans in the years 
leading up to the recession.

The economic vulnerability of the Black middle 
class is also important to consider as the United 
States struggles to recover from the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Despite the U.S. government’s robust target-
ing of unemployed Americans and small business 
owners, data already show that the Black middle 
class has been hit harder by the pandemic’s economic 
impact than the white middle class. Higher levels 
of job loss and higher failure rates for Black-owned 
businesses have created a significant set of obstacles 
for middle-class African Americans that may cause 
racial gaps in occupational and economic attainment 
to widen (Henderson, 2020). In addition, African 
Americans are more likely to face serious health con-
sequences from COVID-19, such as hospitalization 
and death. This public health crisis contributes to 
persistent economic inequality (Macieolek, 2020). 

Thus, research shows that the circumstances of 
the Black middle class can be made more precarious 
when the United States experiences economic reces-
sions by worsening existing inequalities. This can 
make any sustained progress difficult to maintain 
over time. 

Discussion and Conclusion

In this report, we have shown that a combination of 
issues contribute to the instability of middle-class 
African Americans. Many of these issues intersect. 
For example, wealth can challenge an individual’s 
ability to buy a house and the type of neighborhood 
in which they live. Data show that for African Ameri-
cans, these challenges can mean that the houses they 
do buy are worth less money and the neighborhoods 
they live in may have fewer resources than the neigh-
borhoods in which middle-class white Americans 
reside. Persistent racism and discrimination can also 
affect African Americans’ access to opportunities in 
all areas of life, including higher-paying occupations 
and home ownership.

The complex and interconnected obstacles that 
confront middle-class African Americans also show 
that middle-class status does not provide the same 
level of protection to them as it does to white  
Americans. Indeed, as economic inequality grows 
in the United States, members of the middle class 
from all racial backgrounds have expressed concern 
about their economic security. Some data show that 
all Americans are becoming less likely to define 
themselves as middle class because of changing eco-
nomic conditions. However, middle-class African 
Americans fare worse than white Americans across 
every measure. 

Several interventions have been used to amelio-
rate racial inequality in the post–Civil Rights era. 
These interventions have included affirmative action 
programs to improve the level of racial diversity at 
colleges and universities and an array of workplace 
diversity and inclusion programs. We also see some 

Despite the U.S. government’s robust targeting 
of unemployed Americans and small business 
owners, data already show that the Black middle 
class has been hit harder by the pandemic’s 
economic impact than the white middle class.
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efforts to improve African Americans’ opportunities 
to build wealth. For example, the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development continues to moni-
tor discrimination in the mortgage lending industry 
and works to improve opportunities for African 
Americans to secure home loans. Yet, racial dispari-
ties persist, even for the Black middle class. As shown 
by data presented in this report, going to college, 

moving up the occupational ladder, and even buying 
a home do not level the playing field for African 
Americans because of the size of racial disparities in 
this country. 

Thus, the persistence of such racial inequalities 
suggests that policy actions taken to date have not 
narrowed the wealth gap. A more significant inter-
vention may be needed to make lasting change. 
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7 Examples include the TRIO programs, a set of federally 
funded initiatives that seek to increase the number of under-
represented students in college and in graduate schools across 
the country (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Post-
secondary Education, 2022). Colleges and universities them-
selves have also pursued various efforts to increase the presence 
of underrepresented groups, including African Americans. 
These efforts include adopting affirmative action policies and 
increasing financial aid available to admitted students (Bowen 
and Bok, 2019; Massey et al., 2003).
8 In the 2008 cohort of the B&B study, 34.7 percent of African 
Americans and 58.2 percent of white Americans have at least one 
parent with a four-year college degree or higher (National Center 
for Education Statistics, undated).
9 PSID is a longitudinal panel survey of U.S. families, con-
ducted by the Survey Research Center at the University of 
Michigan since 1968, that measures economic, social, and health 
factors of over 18,000 individuals in 5,000 families over multiple 
generations (Institute for Social Research, undated).
10 Wilson, Roscigno, and Huffman (2013) argue that since the 
early 2000s the public sector has experienced several reforms that 
make government jobs less secure than they once were. These 
reforms have included more at-will employment and fewer pro-
tections for workers in evaluation and termination procedures, 
creating a work environment that is much more similar to that 
found in the private sector.
11 In 2016 the home ownership rate for African Americans in 
Minneapolis was 25 percent compared with 75 percent for white 
Americans. The home ownership rate for African Americans 
in Killeen, Texas, was 49 percent compared with 63 percent for 
white Americans (McCargo and Strochak, 2018).
12 Although Black boys may fare better in neighborhoods with 
more-favorable characteristics, the gap in earnings between 
Black and white boys who grow up in these neighborhoods is 
actually larger on average. Chetty, Friedman, et al. (2020) attri-
bute this, in part, to the greater affluence of white residents in 
these neighborhoods.

Notes
1 This report follows Associated Press style conventions for the 
capitalization of Black and white as categories of race. See Asso-
ciated Press, 2020; and Daniszewski, 2020.
2 The “other” category includes Asian, American Indian, 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and two or more races.
3 The authors categorize middle-class occupations using a 
Weberian schema, which classifies jobs according to their level 
of education and skills required (see Landry and Marsh, 2011, 
p. 380).
4 We have restricted our sample to respondents who at least 
have a U.S.-born mother because of this project’s larger focus 
on the historical and contemporary consequences of the racial 
wealth gap in the United States.
5 In order to compare mobility trajectories, the Opportunity 
Insight Project uses parents’ pretax household incomes from 
1994 to 2000 and adult children’s pretax incomes from 2014 to 
2015 when they were ages 31–37 (Chetty, Hendren, et al., 2019). 
Quintile ranges are as follows (all in 2015 dollars):

• Adult children (median individual income): quintile 1: $0 
to $3,620; quintile 2: above $3,620 to $20,260; quintile 3: 
above $20,260 to $37,550; quintile 4: above $37,550 to 
$60,300; and quintile 5: above $60,300 to $496,300.

• Parents (median household income): quintile 1: $1,260 
to $21,910; quintile 2: above 21,910 to $42,610; quintile 3: 
above $42,610 to $68,770; quintile 4: above $68,770 to 
$104,000; and quintile 5: above $104,000 to $1,126,000.

6 Although not the focus of this report, findings show that 
white women from some backgrounds also face high rates of 
downward mobility and difficulty climbing the socioeconomic 
ladder. Research has consistently shown the persistence of gender 
inequality and its impact on wages, which can create obstacles to 
social mobility (England, Levine, and Mishel, 2020).
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