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Introduction
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As is well known by now, the death of George Floyd, a Black man, while he was in the custody of the Minneapolis police department on May 25, 2020 set off days of large public demonstrations against racial injustice all around the world, often accompanied by vandalism and looting as well as disproportionate police responses that escalated the tensions.​[1]  As the turmoil related to Floyd’s murder erupted and grew, the public sent signs that they wanted businesses to play a role in addressing racial injustice and tearing apart racist structures that had prevented so many members of the community from living in an equitable world.  Surveys, such as one conducted by JUST Capital, found that public opinion had “swung heavily in favor of meaningful change” and that “roughly 75–85 percent of Americans strongly believe that companies should not only be publicly condemning structural racism, racial injustice, and police violence, but that they should be taking concrete steps to create a more equitable future going forward”.​[2]   

As has often happened in the past when such incidents have occurred, businesses large and small were quick to issue statements through social media expressing their concerns about social justice and supporting the Black Lives Matter movement.  Many large and well-known brands made commitments to contribute substantial sums to social justice initiatives and supporting minority businesses.  For example, Softbank announced intentions to set aside $100 million for investments in ventures led by minority entrepreneurs and Visa created a $10 million fund for college-bound black students and agreed to guarantee jobs to those students who satisfied certain requirements.  However, a law professor who studies economic justice at Emory University complained in The New York Times that: “Most of these corporate statements were put together by the marketing team that was trying not to offend white customers and white employees ... It’s complete B.S. It’s performative.”​[3]  Other argued that the responses of a number of companies were “hypocritical” and “too little too late” and pointed to examples such as the following:


  While YouTube pledged $1 million to the cause, media watchdogs quickly pointed out that the platform, like Twitter and Facebook, has historically been slow to remove racist content.  

  JPMorgan Chase made it clear that it was “committed to fighting against racism and discrimination wherever and however it exists” even in the face of studies showing its home mortgage practices in Chicago were strongly weighted against black neighborhoods. 


  Expressions of support for racial justice by large technology companies were challenged as being at odds with prior practices: Facebook has been criticized for discrimination against black employees and lack of diversity in the workforce; Amazon called for the end to “inequitable” treatment of black people, but the company has been long criticized for low pay, poor working conditions and ignoring the complaints of workers, particularly during the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, and called out for providing software to law enforcement agencies that has been misused to result in racial profiling (Amazon later announced that it would terminate its contracts with the police); and it has been reported that Google has significantly rolled back its diversity and inclusion initiatives to avoid being perceived as anti-conservative.  


  The first response of the National Football League was to express support for the demonstrations as a means for expressing “the pain, anger and frustration that so many of us feel”, but it had no answer as to why there was no place in the league for Colin Kaepernick after he peacefully expressed his principles before games.​[4]  


  Even Nike, which created the controversial marketing campaign in 2018 around the Kaepernick situation and released a new message calling on people to stop pretending that “there’s not a problem in America”, was called out for a lack of diversity among its senior managers.  



Other companies, such as Target and Starbucks, steered away from specifically using the word “black” in their messages, preferring instead to refer to “a community in pain” and encouraging “courageous conversations.”  And, of course, there are companies that said nothing even though they had built substantial businesses by borrowing from black culture and targeting black consumers with their marketing campaigns.​[5]  

Floyd’s death, which was quickly followed by the senseless killing of another black man, Rayshard Brooks, in a Wendy’s parking lot in Atlanta by a white police officer, was part of a seemingly endless series of high-profile violent events targeting African Americans (e.g., the fatal shooting of Ahmaud Arbery while on a jog, the killing of Breonna Taylor by police during a raid of her home, Eric Garner, Trayvon Martin and others), also occurred during a health pandemic that has been difficult for every American, although there is evidence that the adverse impacts had fallen disproportionately on blacks and other people of color.  For example, local governmental officials reported that job losses in New York City relating to the economic carnage associated with the Covid-19 pandemic have been much more dramatic among people of color: about one in four of the city’s Asian, Black and Hispanic workers were unemployed in June 2020, compared with about one of every nine white workers.​[6]  There was understandably a longing among large swathes of the country to simply return to “normalcy”, the ways things were before the health crisis began.  However, the protestors and their supporters were sending a signal that the exclusion and disparity of the past would not be good enough and that the country and its businesses must brace and commit themselves to what would be a difficult but necessary path toward a “new normal” grounded in economic justice.  In fact, the president of the American Psychological Association argued​[7]: 


“We are living in a racism pandemic, which is taking a heavy psychological toll on our African American citizens. The health consequences are dire. Racism is associated with a host of psychological consequences, including depression, anxiety and other serious, sometimes debilitating conditions, including post-traumatic stress disorder and substance use disorders. Moreover, the stress caused by racism can contribute to the development of cardiovascular and other physical diseases.”  



Related to all this is the reality that almost all of the wealth generated in the stock market during the technology boom that played out in the years before the Covid-19 pandemic flowed to white families, with The New York Times reporting that Federal Reserve data has confirmed that typical black households had just one-tenth the wealth of typical white households.  There is never a good moment for any event that leads to protests on the scale that were seen in the days and weeks following the George Floyd killing, but the evidence is clear that the black community has realized little in the way of tangible benefits from pledges of equity from Corporate America and that it is time for businesses to finally make a meaningful impact in an environment in which fewer than half of black adults in America had a job, due in part to the devastation to the job market caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, and those black workers that did have jobs made less money than white workers due to the limited types of jobs usually available to blacks (i.e., low paying service jobs) and the failure of businesses to pay black workers the same amount that white workers were paid for the same work.  

Exacerbating the crisis is the prediction that 40% of black-owned businesses are not expected to survive the pandemic, often disappearing due to lack of business credit and personal savings that possibly could have kept them afloat until conditions improved.  It is important to realize that the comparable rate of shutdown for white-owned businesses was projected to be 17% and that the fate of black-owned businesses was much direr than in Asian and Hispanic communities where the shutdown rates were estimated to be 26% and 32%, respectively.​[8]  Data published in an article in The New York Times indicated that small businesses in majority black and Hispanic neighborhoods would run out of cash faster and Ken Harris, the president of the National Business League, which was founded by Booker T. Washington in 1900, said that most black-owned small businesses “lack the capacity, scale and technical assistance to survive a pandemic” and that “black businesses often don’t have a traditional banking partner” that can help them tap into the complicated web of federal stimulus programs.​[9]  As a result, black business owners often failed to receive the funding they requested.  All told, the sweeping failure of black-owned businesses as a result of the pandemic will almost certainly exacerbate already existing wealth gaps.  

An article in The Economist discussed the research of economic historians examining the history of and reasons for racial inequalities in the US, which began with the “original sin of slavery” and extended through sweeping events including the Civil War and the Reconstruction that followed and the so-called Great Migration during the 20th century that began when millions of black families left the South for new opportunities in northern cities and then eventually crashed in the wake of white residents’ hostility to new arrivals.​[10]  The article summed up the events leading to today as follows:


“A large and growing literature links the still-yawning racial gaps in income, employment and wealth to the segregated communities, racial violence and unequal investment that have been a feature of American society for so long.  The past, unfortunately, is not even past.  Black communities still face obstacles when casting ballots, differential treatment from the police, and unequal access to high-quality public goods, like education.  To make real progress toward racial equality in America, it is not just police behavior that needs to change.  The cycle of inequality and poor outcomes needs to be broken, and decades of damage remedied.”​[11]



Darren Walker, the president of the Ford Foundation, criticized the traditional and predictable response of companies in the face of racism in a quote published in an article in The New York Times:  “The playbook is: Issue a statement, get a group of African-American leaders on a conference call, apologize and have your corporate foundation make a contribution to the N.A.A.C.P. and the Urban League ... That’s not going to work in this crisis.”​[12]  The same article led with the headline “Corporate America Has Failed Black America” and went to say: “... many of the same companies expressing solidarity have contributed to systemic inequality, targeted the black community with unhealthy products and services, and failed to hire, promote and fairly compensate black men and women”.​[13]  Writing in the Harvard Business Review, Kramer noted that while taking a public position on social media supporting racial justice is laudable, and arguably overdue in many cases, he hoped that the tragedy in Minneapolis would lead to actions rather than just words from businesses.​[14]  According to Kramer, surveys indicated that most Americans wanted businesses to respond to the unrest by purging racism from the workplace and committing resources to help communities recover from the unrest and establish the social, economic and political conditions necessary for a just society, and he argued that businesses had duties to act:  


“We cannot pretend that most major corporations in America—and their shareholders—have not benefited from the structural racism, intentional inequality, and indifference to suffering that is behind the current protests. Corporate America and the Business Roundtable have an obligation to go beyond tweets and quotes by committing to an agenda that will advance racial equity in meaningful ways.”



Roberts and Washington argued in another Harvard Business Review article that businesses and their leaders—from CEOs at the top of the organizational hierarchy down to team managers on the frontline—could ignore the pain and injustice that people of color were suffering from police incidents and the Covid-19 pandemic and must act to overcome mistrust of authority and institutions and create an inclusive environment for everyone.​[15]  They counseled business leaders to not remain silent in the face of all of the events, telling them that it was essential for them to convey care and concern and not appear to remain neutral with respect to situations of injustice.  They also reminded business leaders that they need to avoid being overly defensive, perhaps seeing comments regarding systematic inequalities as personal attacks.  They told business leaders that each person of color has his or her own unique experiences with racism that needed to be acknowledged and that they must commit to do their own research using reliable sources to understand the events in order to make clear decisions about the actions that their organizations should take.  Finally, Roberts and Washington called on leaders to affirm their employees’ rights to safety and personhood and help them feel protected and entitled to the space that they may need to work through feelings of anger, fear, disenchanted and disengagement from work.

While there has been sweeping and heated dialogue on the root causes of the economic and social problems confronting people of color and the consequences to society in general, many recall that they have heard a lot of this before, such as during the 1992 protests triggered by the acquittal of four white police officers who brutally beat Rodney King in Los Angeles, and worry that the compassion, anger and energy will eventually drift away.  Meaningful change takes a long time to occur in elected bodies and local police departments, particularly during a time when the country is so divided politically.  However, businesses have opportunities to act quickly if they can remain focused on creating and executing solutions within their organizations and business relationships.  While the principal victims of systemic racism are people of color, it is a problem for everyone to the extent that it erodes the fabric of society.  Moreover, as one of the observers quoted in The New York Times noted: “racial injustice and discrimination are forces that corrupt the corporate mission and core values of a corporation”.​[16]

In an article written over a year before the death of George Floyd, Iyer and Kirschenbaum noted that even though the US was well on the way to a majority being people of color—this was expected to happen by 2045 and a majority of the young people in America were already of color—the situation was dire: “... a majority of people of color in the United States suffer worse socioeconomic outcomes in most aspects of their lives—health, education, career, access to financial services, or experiences with the criminal justice system—than their White counterparts”.​[17] They went on to caution that “[i]f status quo remains, and a majority of corporate stakeholders such as customers, employees, and suppliers continue to experience racial inequities, then businesses will suffer from a less productive workforce, missed market segments and fewer suppliers from which to choose.”  Iver and Kirschenbaum urged companies to take to heart the results of research conducted by PolicyLink and FSG in 2017 that found that advancing racial justice could be a source of competitive advantage for businesses and that companies that failed to take into account the sweeping demographic changes taking place in America would miss out on growth opportunities.  In their view, companies needed to offer products or services that effectively met the distinctive needs of markets of color, work to reverse the effects of structural racism by strengthening their external business contest and ensure that their internal organizational conditions support this work. 

The issues surrounding racial injustice are complex and solutions will not be achieved quickly.  In fact, hundreds of years of trying have arguably had little impact.  However, prohibitions on discrimination against employees based on race and other characteristics have been mandated by law for decades.  Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which is usually referred to simply as “Title VII,” applies to any “person” engaged in an industry “affecting commerce” who has 15 or more “employees” for each working day in each of 20 or more calendar weeks in the current or preceding year, as well as to any agent of such a person.  Under Title VII, it is unlawful for an employer to fail or refuse to hire or to discharge any individual, or to otherwise discriminate against any individual with respect to compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of employment, because of that individual’s race, color, religion, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or national origin. It is also unlawful for an employer to limit, segregate, or classify employees or applicants for employment in any way which would deprive or tend to deprive any individual of employment opportunities or otherwise adversely affect an employee’s status as an employee, because of the individual’s race, color, religion, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or national origin. 

Pew Research Center conducted an extensive online survey among almost 4,000 Black Americans in October 2021 and found that more than a year after the murder of George Floyd and the national protests, debate and political promises that ensued 65% of the respondents felt that the increased national attention on racial inequality had not led to changes that improved their lives and 44% of them said that equality for Black people in the United States was not likely to be achieved.​[18]  79% of Black Americans had personally experienced racism because of their race or ethnicity, and 68% believed that discrimination was the main reason that many Black people had been unable to get ahead in their lives.  When asked about what they thought were the biggest problems facing Black Americans, respondents pointed to racism (63%), police brutality (60%), economic inequality (54%), affordability of health care (47%), limitations on voting (46%), and the quality of K-12 schools (40%).  As for potential solutions for moving Black communities forward, Black Americans listed changes in multiple aspects of the criminal justice system (i.e., policing, the courts and judicial process, and the prison system) (although there was widespread skepticism about whether such changes would be implemented), voting, supporting Black businesses (“buying Black”), volunteering with organizations dedicated to Black equality, protesting, and contacting elected officials.​[19]

The frustrated people in pain are tired of waiting for politicians to act and are looking to the businesses that provide them with jobs, goods and services to take a leading role in create a more just society.  In the past, businesses have been reluctant to get involved and the argument was frequently made that market forces would eventually solve race problems facing American companies; however, in an article published in The Economist Walker dismissed this notion and called such views “naïve and in denial about the hold of racism on our culture, including our business culture”.   In the same article, a consultant argued: “It’s utterly unrealistic for anybody to bi-furcate a societal problem...it’s also a business issue because business exists in society, with employers, customers, suppliers and stakeholders”.​[20]  

Business leaders must seize the challenges and opportunities that have gripped society’s attention in the wake of the events of the first half of 2020 by taking a stand and making and fulfilling commitments to action across a broad spectrum of issues and contexts that includes embedding equality, diversity and inclusion in the boardroom, the workforce and all aspects of organizational culture; financial equity and security; community engagement; involvement in the public square through advocacy for racial justice and re-imaging products and services.  All of this will require more than just the usual changes to policies and training.  As pointed out by Kristine Sloan of StartingBloc, companies will need to commit to viewing every aspect of their operations through “a lens of inclusion”.​[21]  This will require adherence to certain guiding principles for promoting racial and ethnic equity such as the following: 


	
Acknowledge Historical Context: Recognize the historical context of systemic racism, colonization, and discrimination that has shaped current disparities.

	
Center Marginalized Voices: Amplify the voices of marginalized communities and involve them in decision-making processes.

	
Address Structural Racism: Tackle structural racism by reforming policies, institutions, and practices that perpetuate inequities.

	
Collect Disaggregated Data: Collect data that is disaggregated by race, ethnicity, and other relevant factors to identify disparities and inform targeted interventions.

	
Promote Inclusive Policies: Develop policies that intentionally address disparities and promote equity, rather than assuming a one-size-fits-all approach.

	
Invest in Communities: Allocate resources to communities disproportionately affected by inequities, focusing on education, healthcare, housing, and economic opportunities.

	
Cultivate Cultural Competence: Train professionals to understand and respect diverse cultural backgrounds, ensuring culturally competent services.

	
Challenge Bias and Stereotypes: Address implicit biases and stereotypes within institutions and individuals to create a more equitable environment.

	
Promote Representation: Ensure representation of diverse racial and ethnic groups in leadership positions, media, and decision-making bodies.

	
Hold Systems Accountable: Monitor progress, evaluate outcomes, and hold institutions accountable for achieving racial and ethnic equity.
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Understanding the Lived Experiences of Racial and Ethnic Minorities
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According to data from the US Census Bureau and other sources, the Hispanic population in the US quadrupled from 1980 to 2020 (23% growth from 2010 to 2020) and more than 62 million Americans, 19% of the total population, identified as Hispanic or Latino in the 2020 census.​[22]  The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” actually refer to ethnicity rather than race and two-thirds of Hispanic Americans identified as white and 26% identified as “some other race”.  Hispanic Americans are a diverse population that includes members from dozens of countries of origin; however, it is important to note that 61% of all Hispanics are Mexican Americans and 10% of the Hispanic population identifies as Puerto Rican.  Among Hispanics, 67% were native-born, 13% were naturalized and 20% were foreign-born and not US citizens, with comparable percentages for the overall population being 86%, 7% and 7%, respectively.  

Hispanic Americans are the youngest major racial or ethnic group in America: the median age for Hispanic Americans was 29.8 as of 2020, nearly nine years lower than the median age of 38.5 for the entire US population, and 31% of Hispanic Americans were under the age of 18, compared to the 22% for the overall population.  About 8% of the Hispanic population was over 65, compared to 17% of the total population.  18% of Hispanic Americans older than the age of 25 have at least a bachelor’s degree, compared with 33% of the overall population.  Hispanic households in the US tend to be more-family-based than the rest of population, with data showing that 75% of Hispanic households live as a family together (as opposed to people living alone or with unrelated roommates) as compared to 65% among all American households.  2017 data from the Pew Research Center indicated that 19% of Hispanics in America lived in poverty that year, compared to 13% of all Americans.​[23]

The results of a comprehensive survey of “Discrimination in America” released in January 2018 found that majorities of nearly all groups—African Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, Native Americans, white Americans, men, women and LGBTQ adults—believed that discrimination against their group generally existed including 92% of all African Americans, 90% of LGBTQ people, 78% of Latinos and 68% of women.​[24]  Interestingly, more than half of white Americans (55%) also believed that there was discrimination against white people in America.  The most frequently reported incidents of institutional discrimination among all of the groups occurred in the workplace (i.e., when applying for jobs and when it came to being paid equally or being considered fairly for promotion), but minority groups reported far greater frequencies of this experience (e.g., 57% of Black Americans believed they were discriminated against with respect to equal pay or promotion versus 13% of white Americans and women were far more likely than men to report gender discrimination with respect to equal pay or promotion (41% women versus 18% men)).  In institutional settings other than the workplace, experiences varied: the most difficult experiences of Black Americans were interactions with police, while Latinos and Asian Americans reported their most trying challenges with discrimination came when they were seeking housing.  The report concluded that there was a “systemic pattern of discrimination in American, with significant implications for the health and justice of both individual Americans and the nation as a whole”.​[25]

A 2019 study by the Pew Research Center found that a majority of Black adults said they had been discriminated against because of their race, but that the incidence varied significantly based on education: 81% of Blacks with at least some college experience said they had experienced racial discrimination while the percentage among Blacks with a high school education or less was 69%.​[26]  College-educated Blacks were also more inclined to believe that their race had negatively impacted their ability to succeed than Blacks with a high school education or less.  Other studies suggested that these differences could be attributed to the fact that college-educated Blacks are more likely to work in predominantly white environments, thus increasing their exposure to race-related prejudices, and that college-educated Blacks may have a keener sense of awareness of racial discrimination due to their experiences in classes and professional organizations.  The study also found that Black men were far more likely than Black women to say that they had been unfairly stopped by the police.

People of color are also vulnerable to the discriminatory impact of “classicism”, which has been described by the National Conference for Community Justice as “[t]he institutional, cultural and individual set of practices and beliefs that assign differential value to people according to their socioeconomic class; and an economic system that creates excessive inequality and causes basic human needs to go unmet”.​[27]  Classicism depends on the ranking of persons relative to others in society based on socioeconomic status, or “SES”.  Social scientists generally use three main factors to describe and analyze SES: income (i.e., how much a person earns, including wages and salaries, as well as other forms of income such as investments and savings); education, based on the assumption that a person’s level of education has a direct impact on their earning ability and that higher earning power creates more educational opportunities that can be converted into increased future income potential; and occupation (i.e., white-collar professions, such as medicine or law, require a high degree of skilled training that require more education and thus leads to more income than many blue-collar jobs that require less education).​[28]  

The American Psychological Association (“APA”) has described SES as encompassing not just the three factors described above, but also inherited wealth, financial security and subjective perceptions of social status and social class and noted that SES is consistently correlated with quality-of-life attributes, opportunities and privileges within society and physical and psychological health.​[29]  Others have noted that SES depends not only on financial capital, a function of income and wealth accumulation from all sources over a lifetime (including inheritance), but also cultural capital (i.e., the forms of knowledge, skill, education, any advantages a person has that give her or him a higher status in society) and social capital (i.e., resources based on group membership, relationships, networks of influence and support).​[30]  

______________________________

Dimensions of Socioeconomic Position

The American Psychological Association (“APA”) has noted that “[t]here are various theoretical and conceptual approaches to capturing critical aspects of social stratification” and that at the individual level research has focused on income and wealth (personal or household), educational attainment and/or occupation as indicators of socioeconomic status (“SES”), with each of these categories capturing a different dimension of social stratification and providing a partial indicator of the availability of resources to an individual.  Measuring SES is a complex process and the APA cautioned that SES encompasses not only the three categories mentioned above but also subjective perceptions of social status and social class and can be significantly influenced by the characteristics of the neighborhoods and communities in which a person lives and works.  The APA warned against combining these indicators into a composite score and argued that “[i]t is generally more informative to assess the different dimensions of SES and understand how each contributes to an outcome under study rather than merge the measures”.   

Income and Wealth.  Income provides access to goods and services that can benefit health and adjustment, particularly physical and mental health services.  Conversely, lack of money creates challenges for individuals and families and may be a source of conflict and tension that can have adverse effects on mental and physical health.  Unlike educational attainment, which does not change once one has been credentialed, income may fluctuate substantially and, in fact, accumulated wealth and ownership of important assets, such as a house or a car, are better indicators of socioeconomic position over time than is a single measure of income and have been linked to better health outcomes.  Notably, differences in wealth between Whites and disadvantaged racial ethnic groups, such as African Americans, are substantially greater than are the differences in income between these groups.  While income is correlated with education (see below), the association is only moderate (e.g., there are examples of highly educated but relatively poor individuals, as well as of high-school dropouts who have become financial successes).  

Education. Interestingly, the APA described education as “perhaps the most fundamental aspect of SES”.  Higher levels of education are associated with better economic outcomes (e.g., likelihood of employment, income, less financial hardship), more social and psychological resources (e.g., greater sense of control, more social support), and fewer health risk behaviors (e.g., less smoking, greater exercise).  Education has broad effects across multiple domains of life: It equips individuals with more advanced cognitive skills and greater knowledge, which are instrumental in achieving better life outcomes.  Achieving higher levels of education also expands individuals’ social resources, providing broader social networks and shaping social norms and expectations to which they are exposed.  It is noteworthy that the effects of education are discontinuous, with jumps in positive outcomes only occurring at points in the educational process when degrees are conferred.

Occupation. Occupation provides information on other types of resources as well as on the time demands and other types of demands on the individual. In addition to financial rewards, work roles and work relationships provide expanded social networks and meaningful sources of identity and pride. These opportunities vary depending on the nature of the job, however. Higher SES occupations provide more challenges and more opportunities for control over working conditions and use of a person’s skills and abilities. Lower SES jobs are generally more physically hazardous, provide less autonomy, more often involve shift work, and can be routine and monotonous. Occupational status is not measured as easily as education and income and there are competing scales that reflect different theoretical perspectives on which aspects of occupation are most important.

Neighborhood Characteristics.  The dimensions described above focus on the individual level; however, consideration must also be given to the socioeconomic characteristics of the neighborhoods and communities in which people live and work.  Researchers have found that the socioeconomic characteristics of neighborhoods (e.g., percent unemployed, percent in poverty, percent with college degree) predict the health of residents even when adjusting for their individual SES and that living in a neighborhood characterized by concentrated poverty may leave residents especially vulnerable, whether because of the high rates of crime and disorganization or the lack of access to more prosocial role models and less monitoring.

Source: Report of the APA Task Force on Socioeconomic Status (Washington DC: American Psychological Association, 2007), 9-11 (citations omitted).

_______________

In the US racial and ethnic minorities are disproportionately represented in lower SES strata due to the cumulative effects of many generations of discrimination.​[31]  In its 2021 report on the results of a survey among older African Americans with respect to their concerns and experiences relating to racism and discrimination, the research arm of AARP noted that the “consequences of racism for economic security are broad and recurring” and referred to observations by the Center for American Progress that “wealth is vastly unequally distributed across the United States ... [and] ... Black households have a fraction of the wealth of white households, leaving them in a much more precarious financial situation when a crisis strikes.”​[32]  Williams and Wilson, both public health experts from Harvard, have continuously cited the wealth gap between white Americans and people of color in the US as being the most significant of the various stressors on people of color.  They noted that the wealth gap is 10 times larger than income inequality for African Americans and Hispanics and leads to constant insecurity and stress due to the lack of resources necessary to cope with the uncertainties of day-to-day life.​[33]  Chonody and Teater also reported that people of color are likely to earn less money than white people and more likely to live in poverty, and that those who live in poverty lack the financial resources to access other resources necessary for physical and mental wellbeing, such as paid caregiving as a person ages.​[34]  

According to AARP, historically discriminatory policies have made economic security difficult for many African Americans to attain.​[35]  Along with other economists and sociologists, Williams and Wilson identified a range of factors that contribute to the wealth gap including isolation of people of color in impoverished neighborhoods, lack of access to steady jobs, lack of reliable health care, a dearth of family and community supports and inadequate educational opportunities (i.e., poor schools in the neighborhoods where people of color live and lack of early childhood education).​[36]  For example, there is a large gap between people of color and white Americans with respect to educational attainment as measured by rates of high school and college completion.  Lower completion rates among people of color have been attributed to various factors, notably lack of opportunity and social structural barriers, and the studies have shown that these disparities reduce life expectancy and have a lifelong impact on income, wealth, health and mortality.​[37]  Wilson called for addressing these issues through changes in governmental fiscal policies to redistribute resources, including reform of tax and welfare policies and new investments “to improve neighborhoods where people reside as well as the institutions that serve them”.​[38]

Williams has also argued that racial and ethnic inequalities ultimately end up in the area of health and that health inequalities in the US are leading to faster lives and quicker deaths for people of color.​[39]  On the same issue, Powell noted: “Health inequality is part of American life, so deeply entangled with other social problems—disparities in income, education, housing, race, gender, and even geography—that analysts have trouble saying which factors are cause and which are effect. The confusing result, they say, is a massive chicken-and-egg puzzle, its solution reaching beyond just health care. Because of that, everyday realities often determine whether people live in health or infirmity, to a ripe old age or early death.”​[40]  The challenges for African Americans and other people of color were described by one public health expert as follows: “If you’re born a black man in, let’s say, New Orleans Parish, your average life expectancy is worse than the male average of countries that are much poorer than America.”​[41]

Williams referred to studies showing that Black Americans contract serious diseases sooner than white Americans; the racial gap in life expectancy has been halved from eight years to four, but it would take another 30 years for the life spans to become equal, assuming that the average longevity of white Americans remains static; the longer that Hispanic immigrants live in the US, the less healthy they become; and standard measures of health (e.g., blood pressure and cholesterol levels) show that the bodies of African Americans at midlife have aged 10 years faster than those of white persons, a sign of premature aging that Williams attributes to an “onslaught of chronic, ongoing physical, chemical, psychosocial stressors”.​[42]

Powell noted that inequalities in access to adequate health insurance, which provides people with the financial means to pay for their health care and remain free of conditions that would make it difficult for them to work and provide care to their families, have dominated the public discussion in recent years.  However, health insurance is just one of several related problems in the health area, and Powell pointed out that consideration also needed to be given to disparities in health itself (e.g., rates of asthma, diabetes, heart disease, cancer, suicide, drug abuse, smoking, accidents, violence, and other afflictions) and disparities in care (e.g., access to hospitals, clinics, doctors’ offices, skilled professionals, medical technology, essential medicine and proper procedures to deal with illness and disease).​[43]  Access to basic primary care services is a problem for many Americans, regardless of economic or racial status, and public health specialists argue that poor patients often get worse health care and that African-Americans and those in other minority groups receive fewer procedures and poorer-quality medical care than white individuals due, at least in part, to “implicit bias” of health professionals toward those minorities.​[44]  Solutions suggested by the experts that Powell consulted included earlier diagnoses of ailments, universal health insurance, better patient education, more preventive care, wider access to technology, stronger primary care, broader family- and sick-leave policies and social systems supporting health.

In its Fact Sheet on Ethnic and Racial Minorities and Socioeconomic Status created in 2017​[45] the APA cataloged and summarized the findings of research conducted over the previous decade on various aspects of the challenges faced by members of ethnic and racial minorities with low SES:


	The poverty rate among African American and Latino children and adolescents was more than double the poverty rate among non-Latino, white and Asian children and adolescents, and American/Indian/Alaska Native, Hispanic, Pacific Islander and Native Hawaiian families were more likely than Caucasian and Asian families to live in poverty.

	African American unemployment rates were generally double that of Caucasians.

	African Americans and Latinos were more likely to attend high-poverty schools than Asian Americans and Caucasians and high-achieving African American students were exposed to less rigorous curriculums, fewer resources and teachers who expected less of them academically than they expected of similarly situated Caucasian students.  The unemployment rate among African American college graduates between the ages of 22 and 27 was more than twice the rate among all college students in the same age group.

	Racial and ethnic minorities had worse overall health than that of white Americans due to a range of factors include economic determinants, education, geography and neighborhood, environment, lower quality health care, inadequate access to care, inability to navigate the system, provider ignorance or bias and stress.​[46]


	Perceived discrimination contributed to mental health disorders among racial/ethnic groups and net worth, zero net worth and not owning a home in young adulthood were significantly associated with depressive symptoms.



Racial and ethnic minorities also lag far behind in measures of wealth.  For example, African Americans were long denied opportunities to own property and purchase homes in desirable neighborhoods where property values can be expected to appreciate, a strategy that has become a common and powerful tool for intergenerational wealth transfer in the US.  In addition, discrimination against African Americans extends beyond residential segregation to include education, access to occupations, and pay, all of which have contributed to their low SES and the associated adverse impacts on mental health.​[47]

The APA has argued that “[l]ow SES and its correlates, such as lower educational achievement, poverty, and poor health, ultimately affect our society as a whole” and warned that “[i]nequities in health distribution, resource distribution, and quality of life are increasing in the United States and globally”.​[48]  The facts appear to bear this out, with studies showing that white and highly-educated families are far more likely to hold the top 10% of wealth in the US while African American and Hispanic families and less-educated families (i.e., families without at least a bachelor’s degree) can be expected to fall among the bottom half of the wealth distribution and that the wealth of bottom half of families in the US amounts to only 1% of total household wealth in the US.​[49]  

Low SES has devastating effects on children and adolescents, making it difficult for them to enjoy upward social mobility as they progress through their own lives.  For example, APA reported that research has shown that cognitive and interpersonal development among children and adolescents is negatively affected by social class disadvantage;  psychosocial stressors exacerbate the material conditions of living in poverty; unemployment and work interruptions increase a mother’s stress and depression and are related to cognitive distress, lower self-esteem, and developmental delays among some adolescents; and poor social competence is related to poverty status.​[50]  At the other end of the lifespan, SES is a key factor in determining the quality of life of older people in the US and the APA warned that pressure on the Social Security system, an important source of income for many that have reached retirement age and are no longer able to consistently participate in the workforce, can be expected to place low-income older Americans at a serious disadvantage.​[51]

Many African Americans have had to contend with racial residential segregation (“RRS”) that has led to a greater proportion of members of that group living in concentrated poverty​[52], their children getting a worse education both in terms of fewer years of schooling and poorer quality of schooling than white children, fewer opportunities for employment and income and less access to other resources (i.e., parks, good quality food markets, and social networks.​[53]  Chatters et al. noted that “[r]acial residential segregation (RRS) represents one of the most profound and pernicious set of policies and practices that have limited Black Americans’ access to resource and societal opportunities that promote health”.​[54]  They pointed out that decades of “redlining” and related exclusionary processes had caused neighborhoods characterized by RRS to suffer disinvestment in infrastructure and declines in property values and business opportunities that have eventually led to shifts in racial and economic composition and limited access to opportunities in multiple areas (e.g., education, employment, neighborhood and housing quality, food environments, beneficial environmental conditions, community amenities and medical services).  

The connections between the harmful living conditions associated with RRS and poor physical and mental health of African American residents of those areas have been well-documented and impact the health of persons of all ages, although the harmful effects on older African American adults are more profound because of the cumulative exposures over the life course.​[55]  One survey found that the higher poverty rates among people of color meant that caregivers from those groups were only half as likely to be able to access respite care or other paid support in order to help them with their caregiving responsibilities.​[56]

Chonody and Teater observed that the “lived experience for people of color in the United States is different than the one experienced by Caucasians”, but noted that there is also a great deal of diversity within and between racial and ethnic groups.​[57]  For example, in 2018 they reported that the life expectancies among African Americans of both genders continued to lag far behind Caucasians; however, Hispanic Americans of both genders were outliving white Americans.  The ACL report referred to above included comparisons among racial and ethnic groups on various measures of economic wellbeing, such as the fact that while households containing families headed by persons age 65 and over reported a median income in 2017 of $61,946 there was substantial variation among groups: $66,142 for non-Hispanic whites, $40,512 for Hispanics, $43,705 for African-Americans, and $67,627 for Asians.​[58]  In 2017, 9.2% of all people age 65 and over were below the poverty level; however, while the rate among older whites was below the average (7.0%) the impact of poverty among older African Americans (19.3%), older Asians (10.8%) and older Hispanics (17.0%) was significantly higher.​[59]  Education is foundational to economic progress and the percentage of all older persons who had completed high school rose from 28% to 87% between 1970 and 2018; however, while the rate among whites (not Hispanic) exceeded the average (91%), other groups still lagged behind: 77% of Asians (not Hispanic), 78% of African-Americans (not Hispanic), 75% of American Indian and Alaska Natives (not Hispanic), and 57% of Hispanics.​[60] 

The American Psychological Association (“APA”) has noted that while African American older adults are living longer, as is the case with the general population of older adults, their experiences in older age differ from the white counterparts in many ways including significant health disparities, including lower life expectancies and an increased risk of chronic health conditions such as hypertension, diabetes, dementia, stroke, and cancer.​[61]  The APA also reported that research has indicated that “African Americans—young and old—experience subtle and overt forms of racial discrimination” and that “African American older adults ... [have] ... experienced cumulative race-related stressors that negatively impact their physical and mental health”.   

The APA explained that “[r]ace-related stress occurs when an individual experiences or witnesses racist incidents that evoke social and historical experiences of racism” and that the exposure of African American older adults to cumulative experiences of racism “has resulted in limited access to resources such as education, employment, health care, housing, and political participation, contributing to health disparities and increased rates of mental health disorders such as depression, anxiety, and dementia”.  According to the APA, race-related stress among African American older adults has also been exacerbated by limited access to community resources (e.g., grocery stores, pharmacies, culturally competent health and aging service providers, transportation, housing, etc.) which has created significant barriers to the achieving of healthy and productive aging.

The UN Independent Expert on the Enjoyment of All Human Rights by Older Persons has also expressed concerns regarding the health of older members of racial and ethnic minority groups.  Noting that they were more likely to enter old age in poorer health, the Independent Expert called out the challenges that older members of racial and ethnic minority groups face due to barriers to accessing certain health-care services owing to an absence of services in their communities, cultural differences influencing their health beliefs and behaviors, language barriers, high insurance costs and unfamiliarity with the system.​[62]  The Independent Expert referred to the problems that ethnic minorities encountered during the Covid-19 pandemic including being targeted for physical and online verbal abuse and denied access to health care and information regarding the pandemic, and warned of the continue effects of racism in care settings where there is evidence of deprecatory humor and micro-aggressions and clear racist acts and institutional racism.​[63]  In its 2019 report on the state of senior hunger in America, Feeding America found that older Black adults were twice as likely as older white adults to experience problems with food access, often because many older members of minority groups live in “food deserts” without convenient access to full-service grocery stores.​[64]  

In its 2021 submission to the UN Independent Expert on the enjoyment of all human rights by older persons on violence against older women, Human Rights Watch (“HRW”) noted that research conducted in 2017 and 2018 in a region of the southern US state of Alabama having a predominantly Black population, high rates of poverty, and poor healthcare system found that healthcare providers failed to recommend appropriate screenings for cervical cancer for older women.​[65]  HRW argued that while advances in preventive, diagnostic, and treatment services have decreased cervical cancer mortality rates in nations with developed healthcare systems, these advances have not been equal among all groups and that marginalized women in the US, including women of color, particularly older women, and those who have low-income and are uninsured, face disproportionate cervical cancer incidence and mortality rates.  

HRW also reported on women who were overwhelmed with barriers to accessing adequate screenings and follow-up care including enormous financial costs because they did not have consistent health insurance, lack of access to a local gynecologist, or difficulties securing transportation to appointments.  In addition, HRW found that women of color living in rural areas, especially older women, had difficulties accessing telehealth services during the Covid-19 pandemic.  HRW called on governments to “develop and implement policies to improve access to quality health care for marginalized and older women that take into consideration different types and intersecting forms of discrimination and marginalization that women may experience throughout their lives and how those experiences may have a cumulative effect on women and impact their health outcomes as they age”.​[66]

While the aspirations with respect to the human rights of women with respect to work are clearly and broadly stated, the reality is that women all around the world are continuously confronted with discriminatory legal barriers that affect their access to decent work and inhibit their job prospects, earning potential, career growth and ability to balance work and family.​[67]  In the US women across all racial or ethnic identities—African Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, Native Americans, white Americans and LGBTQ adults—reported institutional discrimination in the workplace (i.e., when applying for jobs and when it came to being paid equally or being considered fairly for promotion) in a comprehensive survey of Discrimination in America released in January 2018, and women were far more likely than men to report gender discrimination with respect to equal pay or promotion (41% women versus 18% men)).​[68]  However, there was variation among subgroups: more than half of Native American (57%) and Black (50%) women reported discrimination in being paid equally and being fairly considered for promotions versus 41% for Latina women, 37% for white women and 34% for Asian women.​[69]  In general, younger women (18-29) were significantly more likely than older women (65+) to report various experiences of discrimination, particularly individual forms of discrimination; however, roughly half of the women ages 30-49 (47%) and 50-64 (52%) reported discrimination in equal pay or promotion, compared to roughly a quarter of the youngest women (28% of 18-29), strongly suggesting that ageism combined with gender discrimination made life more difficult for older women in the workplace.​[70]

In the US, more women than men live in poverty, with 2018 data from the US Census Bureau showing that 56% of the 38.1 million people then living in poverty—or 21.4 million—were women.  Moreover, the same data confirmed that women across all races and ethnicities experienced higher rates of poverty than men (12.9% of women versus 10.6% of men), that women of color were disproportionately represented among women living in poverty (e.g., black women represented 22.3% of women in poverty but made up only 12.8% of the women in the general population) and that almost 50% of the women falling below the poverty line lived in “deep poverty” (i.e., below 50% of the federal poverty line).​[71]  The dire financial situation of older women of color is a byproduct of combined effects of gender and racial discrimination over their lifespans.​[72]  

Older women of color are also important providers and recipients of unpaid caregiving in the US.  Researchers from the AARP Public Policy Institute found that the estimated economic value of family caregivers’ unpaid contributions was approximately $600 billion in 2021 (up from $470 billion in 2017), based on about 38 million caregivers providing an average of 18 hours of care per week for a total of 36 billion hours of care, at an average value of $16.59 per hour, and noted that this estimate, which continued a 25-year trend of increasing economic value, did not include the financial cost of care (out-of-pocket and lost wages) or account for the complexity of care provided (i.e., medical/nursing tasks).​[73]  The researchers pointed out that due to the aging of the US population via longevity and a declining birth rate, “the share of potential caregivers is projected to continue shrinking relative to the number of older adults potentially at risk for needing long-term care”—they noted that by 2034, adults ages 65 and older will outnumber children under the age of 18 for the first time in American history.  They pointed out that “Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, Asian American, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, and American Indian and Alaska Native family caregivers report distinct care experiences and specific support needs ... [and their] ... care recipients likewise have distinct care needs and health trajectories”.​[74]  Moreover, caregivers and their care recipients from these groups are more likely to be challenged by inequities in the health care system and have fewer options for access to qualify home health and nursing home care.  
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