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Wealth inequality among different race and ethnic groups has been a defining feature of 

American society. However, new dynamics are emerging with the rise of the Millennial 

generation that will likely impact the extent of future divides. In this chapter, we examine racial 

wealth inequality among Millennial young adults. Along with summarizing wealth profiles of 

young Millennials of color, we explore wealth inequality within the context of historical legacies 

of black-white wealth inequality, the proliferation of debt—specifically student loan debt—and 

the on-going marital retreat. We also examine how the association of income and education with 

wealth vary significantly by race and ethnicity and contribute to pre-existing/intergenerational 

wealth gaps. If the trends we describe continue—and are ignored by policymakers—dramatic 

levels of inequality according to race and ethnicity will endure for decades to come. 

 

Wealth Inequality and Race 

According to the US Federal Reserve Bank, median household wealth in 2016 was 

$97,300 (Bricker et al. 2017).1 This is the amount of wealth owned by the typical family, where 

half have more and half have less. In general, households with higher incomes hold more wealth 

and household wealth profiles increase with the age of the household head. Aggregate 

information of median wealth levels and its correlations with income and age, however, mask 

significant inequalities in wealth holdings. Wealth in the United States is highly skewed. Most of 

the population is concentrated at the lower ends of the wealth distribution, holding zero or 

negative net wealth, where their debts exceed their assets. Concurrently, the top one percent of 

households held 38.6% of the country’s wealth and the top 10% held 77.2%, leaving 22.8% for 

the bottom 90% (Bricker et al. 2017).  

The political, legal, and social context in which wealth generation has occurred 

historically favored White Americans, while the availability of resources to gain wealth has 

systematically been denied Black Americans. In other instances, factors affecting consumption 

choices were constrained, and incremental efforts to participate in the US economy have been far 

 
1 We use the term wealth to connate net wealth, typically calculated as the total value of a household’s assets minus 
their total liabilities. 
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less likely to generate, accumulate, and maintain wealth (Oliver & Shapiro 2013). Given that 

wealth is often passed down intergenerationally, racial wealth inequalities have been reproduced 

over the course of American history and endure to this day (Oliver & Shapiro 2013; McKernan 

et al. 2014). The most recent wealth data from 2016 indicates that the median net wealth of 

White households was $171,000, compared with $20,700 for Latinx households and $17,600 for 

Black households. These figures identify the basic parameters of the racial wealth gap by 

capturing the wealth experience of typical families in each group. Yet absolute gaps based on 

average wealth are even larger given extreme concentrations of wealth at the high ends of the 

distribution (Bricker et al. 2017). In some respects, these figures should not be surprising given 

how prevailing US racial wealth inequality is rooted in intergenerational racial wealth inequality, 

with wealth gaps present in younger generations. However, the current distribution of wealth 

should also be acknowledged for its significance in creating fundamental privilege and 

disadvantage and undermining national aspirations of fairness and equality.  

 

Income and Wealth 

Millennials transitioned to adulthood during a period of both economic prosperity and 

instability, shaped significantly by the Great Recession, which spanned 2007 to 2009. Despite 

the large number of young adults that went to college and obtained degrees, they entered a tight 

labor market with young adult Millennials more likely to be unemployed compared to other 

working-age adults (Taylor et al. 2012). Even after the economy began to rebound, labor force 

participation and unemployment trends varied by race and ethnicity. Notably, Black young adults 

continued to have higher rates of unemployment with slower job growth post-Recession (Jones 

& Schmitt 2014; Kochhar 2012; Taylor et al. 2012).  

Since low wages and labor market disconnectedness are often posited as dominant 

explanatory factors for racial wealth differentials, this experience of different groups in the wake 

of economic downturns is important to consider (Aliprantis & Carroll 2019; Barsky et al. 2002). 

This, however, implies that the direction of causality runs from income to wealth and ignores the 

intergenerational transmission of wealth and the potential for the relationship to run the other 

way—from familial wealth to income. In fact, Millennials’ wealth mirrors those of their parents 

Among the oldest Millennials, those born between 1980 and 1984, who have had some time to 

get farther along on their economic trajectory, the median wealth of Latinx adults lies between 
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that of Black and White adults. Specifically, the median wealth of Latinx Millennials is $14,691, 

more than twice the median wealth of Black Millennials, who hold $5,676, and slightly less than 

half the wealth of White Millennials $26,109. At the very least, racial gaps in millennial income 

reflect economic inequality only to a lesser extent. By their early thirties, the median household 

income of Latinx adults ($69,478) was greater than that of Black Millennials ($46,300), but 

lower than White Millennials, ($81,137).  

The median net wealth by income quintiles of Millennials (Table 1, panel B) show both a 

distinct hierarchy and stark disparities according to race and ethnicity. The wealth holdings 

across the income distribution for both Black and Latinx Millennials are below White 

Millennials. Specifically, Black Millennials in the top income quintile hold less than half of the 

median wealth of Latinx Millennials, and Latinx Millennials in the top income tier hold less half 

the median wealth of White Millennials. Even at top of the income distribution both Black and 

Latinx Millennials hold significantly less wealth.  

Disparities in the distribution of income and wealth reflect persistent inequities, but one 

that is more complex than in the past and more pronounced when considering the experience of 

young adults. Wealth inequality between Black and White Millennials was 2.6 times larger than 

income inequality, and 1.5 times larger for Latinx and White Millennials. Despite less variation 

in median incomes across race and ethnicity, wealth gaps still are large and significant.   

 

Post-secondary Schooling and Education Debt 

Higher education is the best example of unequal returns to wealth generating resources 

for Millennials. The data show that Millennials have pursued post-secondary schooling and 

obtained college degrees in young adulthood to a greater extent than previous generations 

(NCES 2016). While 44% of White Millennials have gone to college by the age of 30 and 35.3% 

have completed their degrees, in contrast, 25% of Black older Millennials have gone to college 

with only 18% obtaining a degree. Among Latinx Millennials, 24% have at least some post-

secondary education and 17% hold a college degree.  

Not only is racial wealth inequality present in the Millennial population, but the gap also 

grows even larger when examining Black and White young adults with college degrees. Recent 

work suggests that student loan debt disparities may be contributing to these racial wealth gaps 

among Black and White Millennials (Houle & Addo 2018). When looking at student loan debt 
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data it is clear that Black Millennials took on a great deal more financial risk in pursuit of a 

college degree. They have acquired more education debt and their repayment of education debt is 

slower (Houle & Addo 2018; Scott-Clayton & Li 2016).  

Several mechanisms contribute to these observed debt disparities, including family 

background, postsecondary characteristics, and credit and labor market factors (Houle & Addo 

2018). In response to rising tuition, students and their families have had to increasingly make up 

the difference between college costs and insufficient financial aid packages. However, research 

indicates that there were different impacts of parental wealth depending on race and ethnicity. 

For White young adults, as their parent’s wealth increases their amount of education debt 

decreased. Whereas for Black young adults, parental wealth was not associated with the amount 

of debt their children accumulated (Addo, Houle & Simon 2016). The Black-White wealth 

distributions are so incongruent that Black parents only comprise 3.2% of the top wealth quintile, 

which was defined as holding at least $191,000 (Addo 2018). This work suggests that 

intergenerational class status was not guaranteed for Millennial Black young adults. Similar to 

their parents and grandparents’ generations, they may find the pathway to middle class status and 

long-term financial security a tenuous one. 

Black borrowers also turned to private loan markets in greater percentages (Dillon & 

Carey 2009). Relative to federal loans, these loans are associated with costlier debt given the 

high and variable interest rates. They also lack similar protections afforded federal loans, such as 

loan forbearance, with a negligible chance of discharge in bankruptcy. And once in the labor 

market, Black young adults still face discrimination (Gaddis 2014). They are also more likely to 

be unemployed or underemployed, holding jobs that do not require a college degree (Jones & 

Schmitt 2014). High cost loans, discriminatory practices, and unequal wages are just a few of the 

structural barriers that inhibit college-attending Black Millennials from paying down their 

education debt at similar rates as their White counterparts. 

These factors can have long-lasting consequences. There is suggestive evidence that not 

only are young adult Millennials acquiring student debt because of the limited wealth resources 

of their families, but that student loan debt is also associated with lower wealth accumulation for 

Millennials. Young adult Millennials with student loan debt by age 30 have significantly less 

wealth than their counterparts with no debt, inclusive of those who never attended college and 
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those who did. The wealth returns to a college degree appear to have greater benefits for those 

who either had no loans or were able to pay them back quicker.  

These patterns are consistent for Black, Latinx, and White Millennials, yet the racial 

wealth differentials persist across all categories. Depending on whether they have outstanding 

student loans, White wealth is two to four times greater than Black wealth and 1.2 to 1.8 times 

larger than Latinx wealth holdings. Compositionally, Black and White educational debt 

disparities account for 10.47% of the racial wealth gap (Houle & Addo 2018); and for college 

graduates, for whom racial wealth gaps are greatest, it explains close to 20% (Addo 2019). 

Alternatively stated, if the education loan debt disparity was eliminated, wealth inequality 

between Black and White young adults with college degrees would decrease by 20%.  

It is not surprising that the median wealth of all Millennials with any debt at age 30 is 

lower than those with no debt who attended college; however, their median wealth levels are also 

lower than young adults who never attended college. Uncovering these realities has led scholars 

to express concern that student loan debt may be reproducing racial wealth inequalities among 

the latest generation of youth (Addo, Houle & Simon 2016; Scott-Clayton & Li 2016). 

It is also important to note that gender wealth disparities persist despite the relative gains 

women continue to make in their educational pursuits. The relationship is more nuanced once the 

racial and ethnic diversity of millennials is considered, however. Similar to GenXers, millennial 

women have higher graduation rates than men, 39% compared 30% (Frey 2018). White women 

have the highest graduation rates at 39.62% followed by White men, 31.24%. The wealth of 

White female college graduates ($52,406) far exceeds Black ($3,316) and Latinx ($29,889) 

female graduates but are lower than White men by almost $20,000. 

The gender disparity in college completion is even greater among Black Millennials, 

where Black women completed college (22.76%) at almost twice the rate of Black men 

(13.36%). Yet, the median wealth of Black male Millennials ($8,105) was 2.5 times greater than 

Black female graduates ($3,316). Latinx women and men have the smallest gap in graduation 

rates, with less than a 4% difference. Comparable to the aggregate wealth levels, the figures for 

Latinx graduates lie in between the Black and White median values.  

Interestingly, Millennial college graduates of Latinx descent are the closest to having 

gender wealth parity, with only a $5000 difference in median wealth. And unlike Black and 

White college graduates, it is Latina women who have the higher median wealth. Significantly, 
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this relationship exists only among college graduates. Not only does the median wealth of Latinx 

men with some college ($37,152) exceeds the wealth of Latinx women with some college 

($25,284) but is greater than the median wealth of Latina college graduates ($29,889). This 

relationship also holds among Black college attendees (Bhattacharya, Price & Addo 2019). 

These wealth differences indicate that obtaining some of the highest levels of education did little 

to close racial wealth gaps among Millennials and is no guarantee of gender economic equality, 

for Black women in particular (Hamilton et al. 2015). Of course, these numbers reflect 

differences in several wealth-generating domains beyond education, including inherited wealth 

from their parents and grandparents, labor market returns, occupational segregation, asset 

ownership, and family structure, which we turn to next.    

 

Marriage and Wealth  

Along with distinct trends in wealth, education, and education debt that vary by race and 

ethnicity, Millennials’ relationship with marriage continues to diverge from previous generations 

and also varies by race. Specifically, Millennials are getting married later, reflected in the highest 

median age at first marriage and are more likely to be never married (Bialik & Fry 2019).  

With a smaller proportion married in young adulthood, the martial retreat has spread 

throughout the income and wealth distribution. However, it has not occurred uniformly across 

race and ethnic groups. Marriage rates for White, Latinx, and Asian Millennials are within eight 

percentage points of one another—48%, 45% and 52% respectively—and when combined with 

those with any marital history, more than half of their ethnoracial groups have ever married (Frey 

2018). Marriage rates for Black Millennials are the lowest at just over a quarter ever married and 

a fifth currently married.  

The low number of women who married in young adulthood among Millennials also 

means there are more children born to unmarried women. A quarter of millennial Black women 

were unmarried at the time of the birth of their first child, compared with eleven percent of 

Latina and seven percent of White unmarried mothers. Differences in family building patterns, 

such as the sequencing of childbearing and marriage, and the timing of union formation, are 

associated with different wealth and economic outcomes. Since married individuals tend to have 

more per capita wealth than unmarried or cohabiting individuals, these trends in family 

formation and children rearing reflect another source of inequality that is compounded by 
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characteristics of race and ethnicity (Addo & Ricketts, 2019). Not unlike previous generations of 

Black women, marriage is not a panacea for millennial Black women, but it does appear to 

impact economic and social stratification (see Addo & Lichter 2013).  

In particular, marriage’s relationship with wealth differs among White, Black, and Latinx 

married Millennials. Although Black married Millennials hold over two times the amount of per 

capita wealth of unmarried Black Millennials, their wealth holdings, $9,625, are less than single 

White Millennials, $12,032. This is important given the standard trope that marriage disparities 

cause racial wealth inequality. Married Latinx Millennials, whose marital rates are closer to 

White Millennials, have a little more than half their wealth, $13,777. Independent of marital 

status at birth, the median wealth holdings of Black mothers is low, less than $5,000; however, 

the median wealth holdings of Black millennial married mothers ($4,200) was also lower than 

that of unmarried Black mothers at birth ($4,065).  

 This data indicates that among Millennials the economic bar to marriage is high and is 

more pronounced for Black women, in particular. Although the marriage rates of Latina women 

are closer to White women, their wealth holdings are about half. As fewer Millennials marry, 

wealth is concentrated among this small share of married households, who are already more 

likely to be White and socioeconomically advantaged. Given economic markers of current and 

future financial insecurity, like education debt, are associated with remaining single or 

cohabiting among in Millennials (Addo 2014), it is unsurprising that debt and wealth disparities 

stratify family formation patterns by race and ethnicity among Millennials.  

 

Increasing Racial/Ethnic Diversity and its Impact on the Racial Wealth Gap 

The relative wealth positions of White and Black Millennials are analogous to those in 

previous generations, with White households positioned at the top and Black households at the 

bottom. White Millennials have more than three times the median wealth than Black Millennials 

and a smaller share of them hold negative or zero net wealth. However, the story of race and 

wealth in America is changing with an increasingly diversified population. Due to the rise in in-

migration from Latin American and Asian countries from the late 1970s through the early 2000s, 

the racial and ethnic composition of the millennial population differs from earlier birth cohorts 

(Migration Policy Institute). For example, a sizeable portion of Millennials are immigrants who 

were not born in the United States. Fifty-six percent of Asian Millennials were not born in the 
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US and 36% of Latinx Millennials were born abroad, compared with 10% of Black Millennials 

and 4% of White Millennials (Frey 2018). Others are the first generation of children born to 

immigrant parents. Some have argued that racial and ethnic diversity among Millennials is 

evidence that the US is transforming from a majority White past to a future comprised of a broad 

set of people of color (Frey 2018). Others, however, challenge the inevitability of this assertion 

given historic norms of immigrant populations to self-identify over time within the Black-White 

race-based binary in the U.S (Alba 2016; Darity 2016). 

Based on the demographic composition of Millennials, a more accurate assessment of 

Millennial differences in wealth by race and ethnicity should account for intra-group variation in 

national origin,2 and the amount of wealth immigrant families bring with them to the United 

States. For example, data limitations have been a persistent problem when attempting to obtain 

more comprehensive information on the wealth holdings of Asian Americans3. There is currently 

no publicly available nationally representative information on the wealth profiles of millennial 

Asian Americans who compose 6% of the millennial population (Frey 2018).4 Their socio-

economic experience is distinct in so far as Asian American Millennials have the highest college 

graduation and marriage rates, and their homeownership rates surpass Black and Latinx 

Millennials, second only to White Millennials (Frey 2018). There is evidence that suggests that 

some geographic regions across the US Asian Americans have been able to translate their 

educational success into wealth. In Los Angeles, for example, the wealth of Japanese, Asian 

Indian, and Chinese Americans has outpaced White households (De la Cruz-Viesca et al. 2016).5 

The demographic diversity present in the millennial population raises important questions about 

the relationship between race and wealth in America within the context of the labor market, post-

secondary education, and marriage.  

 

New Millennial Dimensions to the Historic Racial Wealth Gap 

 
2 Data limitations limit our ability to explore wealth differences by national origin in the present analysis. 
3 This is also the case for Native American Millennials. Their share of the millennial population has marginally 
increased, yet due to their small relative size data sources and independent analyses are limited.  
4 Recent initiatives to gather more comprehensive data of wealth disparities within communities of color using 
multicity designs include The National Asset Scorecard for Communities of Color 
(socialequity.duke.edu/research/wealth). Their work reveals vast inter-ethnic variations in wealth holdings within 
immigrant populations.  
5 In their sample, the wealth of Korean and Vietnamese households is lower than White households, but greater than 
Black and Mexican American households.  



 9 

The racial wealth gap has been a central feature of American history. The experience of 

slavery and its aftermath have been endemic to the national story, driving the economy of the 

country, producing a Civil War, and defining political divides up to the present day. Looking 

closely at the experience of Millennials broken down by race and ethnicity demonstrates that this 

history is still with us. Specifically, there are elements of the current racial wealth gap that are 

historical artifacts. Given how wealth is distributed intergenerationally, we would expect these 

inequities to be passed down. And they have been.  

There are, however, additional ways that current conditions can exacerbate inequalities 

that are present from birth. We have explored how the uneven distribution of resources and 

experiences is contributing to persistent racial wealth gaps among young adult millennials 

through pathways that include access to higher education, degree completion, minimal or modest 

debt, and marriage to others with education and economic resources. As the Millennial and other 

rising generations have become more diverse, these trends are reinforcing and compounding past 

inequalities, creating a Millennial wealth gap that has deep roots and connections to the racial 

wealth gap of previous generations.  

There are, of course, additional areas that contribute to racial wealth inequality. For 

example, young adult Millennials experienced significant wealth loss during the Great Recession 

(Emmons et al 2018). The collapse of the housing market and subsequent foreclosure crisis 

disproportionately impacted neighborhoods with high concentrations of Latinx and Black 

homeowners (Bocian, Li, & Ernst 2010). Compared with White households, Black and Latinx 

households were also slower to recoup this wealth post-Recession which contributed to an 

increase in racial wealth inequality (Fry & Kochnar 2014). There is significant evidence that 

predatory and discriminatory lending practices were contributing factors in inflating the housing 

market in ways that triggered the Great Recession of 2008 (Bocian et al. 2011). In this sense, it 

was traditional forms of discrimination repackaged under new systems that contributed to and 

compounded the country’s racial wealth gap, which is increasingly reflected in the balance sheets 

of today’s Millennials. 

Shifts in the demographic composition of Americans, due in large part to immigration, is 

reflected in their racial and ethnic heterogeneity. Although White Millennials are still the 

majority at 56%, Black, Latinx, and Asian American combined are over 40%. And yet, 

millennial racial wealth inequality today reflects previous patterns, with Black households 
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having the least amount of wealth. However, there is evidence of a new racialized wealth 

hierarchy emerging, with Latinx Americans situated in between Black and White American 

Millennials, and some Asian Americans communities at the top.  

As the Millennial generation continues to age, the underlying dynamics impacting the 

distribution of wealth will become more complex. In the near term, the racial wealth gap in 

America will persist and remain large. Over an extended time horizon, the extent of the future 

racial wealth gap in American will hinge on a number of factors, including the potential for 

redistributive public policy interventions and also how Millennials choose to identify6 within the 

black-white binary. Undoubtedly, if we are to meet our national aspirations of fairness and 

equity, we will need to continue to focus attention on the role of race and ethnicity in the 

distribution of wealth.  
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Wealth Profile of Black, Latinx, and White Older Millennials (b. 1980-1984) 

 Black  Latinx White 
Panel A.    
Net Wealth    
median 5676 14691 26109 
mean 21731 41622 71464 

    
Share with zero or negative net wealth* (%) 0.28 0.18 0.18 
    
Parental Net Wealth+    
median 15500 17500 84200 
mean 36484 49782 131069 
 
Panel B.    
Household Income 46300 69478 81137 

    
Net wealth by income quintiles    
1 2580 3000 4179 
2 2750 10171 17131 
3 7500 17500 33000 
4 10695 23529 54500 
5 21569 46000 107843 

    
Panel C.    
Percent ever went to college 24.8 24.17 43.65 

    
Percent with college degree 18.11 16.88 35.3 
  Women 22.76 18.82 39.62 
  Men 13.36 15.18 31.24 

    
Net Wealth by educational attainment:  
Less than high school 4128 7740 8021 
High school degree 7092 15500 23209 
Some college 4813 25800 26364 
bachelors or more 6422 28896 60030 

    
Student debt of those with nonzero student debt 20263 17106 18182 

    
Net Wealth:    
 any student debt -4011 7740 10939 
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 without student debt 7740 17544 31476 
   never attended college 7594 14171 17900 
   ever attended/enrolled in college 32250 67376 97000 

    
Net wealth of women with bachelors or more 3316 29889 52406 
Net wealth of men with bachelors or more 8105 24823 73262 

    
Panel D.    
Share currently married 0.23 0.40 0.48 

    
Net wealth of Currently Married 19250 27554 53664 
Net wealth of Currently Single  3500 8612 12032 

    
Unmarried at birth of first born 0.25 0.11 0.07 
Net wealth of single mother at birth  4200 7843 8128 
Net wealth of married mother at birth  4065 14000 27356 

    
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1997 Cohort; 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2015 
interviews 
*Unless stated otherwise, wealth means net wealth (total assets minus total liabilities) and are median 
values 

+Measured in 1997 


