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Executive Summary  
The Urban Institute launched the new Black Family Thriving Initiative in 2023 to better 

understand and describe the experiences of the Black middle class in the United States.1 

One of the goals of this Initiative is to reject longstanding disparity-focused and deficit-

based models of Black families and replace these models with ones that accurately and 

comprehensively reflect the lived experiences of the Black middle class.  

To lay the foundation for the emerging Black Family Thriving Initiative, a team of Urban researchers 

selected wealth and wealth building among the Black middle class as the first topic of study. Over the 

last year, a small research team conducted a new pilot study with the goal of deepening our 

understanding of the experiences of the Black American middle class with wealth building. The study 

seeks to answer the following questions:  

◼ What are the current economic and social circumstances, aspirations, and needs of Black 

middle-class families related to economic security? How explicit is wealth building as a goal 

among the Black middle class in the US? 

◼ What are Black families’ experiences with wealth building and the strategies they employ to 

secure financial security?   

◼ What supports do Black families need to accelerate their wealth-building goals and 

financial/economic security for themselves and their children? 

◼ How does the Black middle class conceptualize the ideal state, financially, where Black families 

thrive and are able to live full lives? 

In this report, we trace the history and foundation of the class structure in the US; outline the role 

of income and wealth in defining middle-classness; discuss how wealth influences whether Black 

Americans are able to achieve middle class standing; and describe why it is imperative for researchers, 

policymakers, and other decisionmakers to design interventions and policy solutions to support wealth 

building for the Black middle class. 

This report includes our analysis of and findings from one-on-one interviews with 26 members of 

the Black middle class ages 18 years and older with household incomes between $45,000 and 

$140,000. This income-based criterion aligns roughly with several experts’ definitions of the middle 

class. The sample includes individuals who were married, partnered, single, separated/divorced, and/or 

in other housing or relationship arrangements. Our research team also required participants to identify 
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as a caregiver to children, elders, and/or extended family members because caregiving often requires 

individuals and families to absorb the indirect and direct financial and/or economic costs of care that 

can impact domains including caregiver health, employment and workforce participation, income, and 

wealth, of which the latter two domains are of particular importance for this project. The research team 

completed a literature review in early 2023, collected and analyzed data between July 2023 and 

December 2023, and prepared this report between December 2023 and March 2024.  

The research team selected three metropolitan areas to focus our data collection and analyses: 

Baltimore, Maryland; Charlotte, North Carolina; and Chicago, Illinois. Our goal in selecting these three 

cities was to represent diverse regions, while prioritizing cities with higher concentrations of a Black 

middle-class population, defined by the percentage of Black middle-class residents relative to the total 

metro area population and the total Black population within the metro area. The full report and 

appendix A contain more information about the site selection criteria. 

Key Findings 

Through our research, we learned how Black Americans define being middle class from their own 

perspectives and experiences. These experiences include a range of efforts and accomplishments, 

including moving upward from economic disadvantage to a more financially secure middle-class 

stratum; completing trade school, postsecondary, and/or professional and graduate schooling; selecting 

neighborhoods to live in that provide the educational opportunities and social supports that are best for 

their children; pursuing certifications and/or on the job training to grow in their jobs or careers; 

investing in assets and preparing to pass wealth on to their children; and planning for retirement. The 

following experiences and accomplishments represent the many ways that Black Americans 

conceptualize what it means to be middle class:    

◼ Income and wealth: Both are markers of middle-class status as well as having some level of 

financial security. 

◼ Financial self-reliance: Being middle class means not needing financial assistance or subsidies 

from the government, other institutions, or other people. 

◼ College-level or advanced degree: Higher education is viewed as a marker of middle-class 

status and indicates the distinction between white- and blue-collar careers informs their views 

about the middle class.   
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◼ Neighborhood characteristics: Living in communities with access to quality schools is a 

component of the conceptualizations and definitions of middle class. 

◼ Interaction between race and class: Participants indicate their awareness of and the relevance 

of historical and present-day barriers that still shape Black middle-class families’ experiences. 

◼ Family and community networks: Family and other supports are protective factors, including 

how parents and other family members often ensure that children do not ‘feel’ the realities of 

their economic situation. 

◼ “Weathering economic storms”: The ability to deal with economic ups and downs is a primary 

component of defining wealth and financial security. 

◼ Homeownership: Owning a home is the primary mechanism for achieving wealth and 

sustaining intergenerational wealth transfers (passing down income, property, or other 

financial assets from one generation to another). 

◼ Transfer of their homes as assets to the next generation: Passing down assets via trusts or 

other forms of estate planning is important for building wealth. Participants also discussed the 

importance of equipping their children with the necessary financial and legal knowledge to 

maintain financial security in the future.  

 





   

 

 

Black Family Thriving: A Pilot Study 

of Wealth Building among the Black 

Middle Class 
“The Black middle class and their residential enclaves are nearly invisible to the non-Black public 

because of the intense (and mostly negative) attention given to poor urban ghettos. Post-civil rights 

optimism erased upwardly mobile African Americans from the slate of interesting groups to study… 

Rarely do we hear the stories of the majority of African Americans, who may be the office secretary, the 

company's computer technician, a project manager down the hall, or the person who teaches our 

children. The growth of the Black middle class has been hailed as one of the major triumphs of the civil 

rights movement, but if we have so little information on who makes up this group and what their lives 

are like, how can we be so sure that triumphant progress is the full story?”—Mary Pattillo, Black Picket 

Fences: Privilege & Peril Among the Black Middle Class (2013) 

The History and Building Blocks of the US Class Structure 

To understand the racial and class realities of today, we must look at the historical trajectory that 

brought us here and continue to shape the future without deliberate, race-conscious interventions. The 

formation of the modern US class structure is rooted in key social and economic transformations that 

occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Gilbert 2017). The US transformed from a primarily 

agricultural society into an industrialized nation where tasks and accompanying jobs became more 

delineated, and income and occupation became more prominent markers of social status.  

This industrialized transformation and its broad trends, of course, did not capture the realities of 

the experiences of Black Americans. After the abolishment of enslavement, Black Americans faced a 

short-lived Reconstruction period replaced by racialized policies and practices such as Jim Crow laws, 

exploitative sharecropping and work arrangements, and racial violence that hindered their ability to 

attain economic security and social progress (Dowdall 2004).  



   

 

 2  B L A C K  F A M I L Y  T H R I V I N G :  A  P I L O T  S T U D Y  O F  B L A C K  M I D D L E - C L A S S  W E A L T H  B U I L D I N G  
 

Why Black Family Thriving? 

“Thriving” means to prosper; be fortunate or successful; grow or develop vigorously; flourish, or to 
grow, develop, or be successful. For Black families to thrive, Black individuals and families will have the 
resources, supports, and access to prosper, develop, flourish, and be successful across several 
dimensions of well-being, including financial security and wealth, mental and physical health, 
employment, quality of life, community and connection, and safety and belonging. 

Through the Black Family Thriving Initiative at the Urban Institute, we seek to better understand 
and describe the experiences of Black middle-class families in the United States and identify policy 
interventions to promote wealth building. One of our primary goals with this initiative is to reject 
longstanding disparity-focused and deficit-based models of Black families and to replace these models 
with ones that accurately and comprehensively reflect the lived experiences of Black Americans. 
Further, we seek to tell the stories of Black middle-class families, lift up their intergenerational 
experiences, and raise the visibility of this often-overlooked population. 

Learn more about the Black Family Initiative at https://www.urban.org/projects/black-family-
thriving-initiative . 

The period brought with it some economic and political progress, particularly through job 

opportunities in the (mostly federal) government. However, the small share of Black households who 

managed to gain some success, despite the odds through avenues like higher education and 

entrepreneurial endeavors, faced added disadvantages that their white counterparts did not such as tax 

levies, being arrested under so-called “vagrancy” laws, less access to capital, and the violent destruction 

of Black wealth through racial intimidation, exclusion, and mob violence (Blackmon 2008; Darity, 

Mullen, and Slaughter 2022).22 

The Middle Class: Defined by Income and Wealth 

While the term “middle class” is common and generally understood within specific contexts, there is no 

consistent definition or consensus among researchers on who to consider middle class (Eisenhauer 

2011).3 For example, a 2018 study reviewing 12 income-based measures of the middle class found that 

different definitions, which included households with annual incomes between $13,000 to $230,000, 

constituted as the middle class.4 Today, the term “middle class” generally refers to people with higher 

formal education or postsecondary degrees, white-collar workers, middle-income earners, and those 

who own certain assets like a home. Homeownership is also sometimes considered in the term “middle 

class.” Wealth-based definitions are less common. 

White Americans received systematic advantages to bolster and secure their economic standing 

beyond whether they found success in wealth accumulation and social status associated with certain 

occupations, education, and income levels. In the latter half of the 20th century, intentional government 

https://www.urban.org/projects/black-family-thriving-initiative
https://www.urban.org/projects/black-family-thriving-initiative
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policies propelled forward. They built what became the modern (white) middle class, coupled with gains 

made from organized labor in building jobs that enabled entry into and staying in the middle class 

(Derenoncourt and Montialoux 2021).5  

By contrast, Black wealth has always been precarious in America (McDonald 2007), in part because 

of the policies that undermined building or preserving wealth. The simultaneous underdevelopment of 

Black America occurred through legalized segregation that limited access to educational and financial 

services, redlining that limited homeownership opportunities, continuous mob violence that destroyed 

Black property and communities, ongoing labor market discrimination, and the exclusion of Black 

people benefiting from specific policies like the GI Bill that enabled entry into the middle class (Marable 

2015; Wilson and Darity 2022). Beginning in the 1970s, the labor pool for manufacturing globalized and 

domestic production, a key pathway to wealth for those that migrated north, was shrinking. At the same 

time, the share of union workers and federal government workers and other pathways to the middle 

class for Black families declined over time. This phenomenon limited labor income in the US. Still, it 

increased capital income as stock valuations grew richer leading to a massive redistribution of wealth 

from labor to the owners of capital, who were most often white Americans.  

The common markers of middle-class status do not indicate stability in the middle class for Black 

Americans. Take education, for example, which was historically conceptualized as “the great equalizer” 

(Growe and Montgomery 2003). As Black Americans have made progress in increasing educational 

attainment, including bachelor’s and advanced degrees, even if they manage to secure more prestigious 

occupations and higher incomes relative to other Black people, they continue to experience the same 

discrimination and economic hardships experienced more acutely by working-class Black Americans. 

Therefore, income is not sufficient to maintain class status for Black families. 

We focus on wealth because it affects practically all aspects of life. Wealth contributes to a person’s 

socioeconomic security and their ability to take risks in business development and personal 

investments that can help enable intergenerational transfer of wealth (passing down income, property, 

or other financial assets from one generation to another). For example, in the absence of wealth, it can 

be more difficult for Black families to cover financial emergencies, including unexpected health, home 

ownership, or education costs. Racial disparities in the composition of wealth may also contribute to 

these differences. In terms of financial assets, white families have historically held more of their wealth 

concentrated in stocks than Black families. Since the late 1970s/early 1980s, asset valuations (e.g., 

bonds, stocks, house prices) have grown over time.  

When we use wealth—rather than income—as an indicator of economic security, the share of Black 

households that would reasonably be considered middle class is significantly smaller. For example, in 
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Pew Research Center’s study of middle-class trends in the past five decades using an income-based 

definition, nearly half of Black adults are considered middle class, which is similar to the share of adults 

that comprised the Black middle class in 1971.6 Compare this to the results from a study by Darity, 

Addo, and Smith (2021), one of the few that centers wealth in examining the Black middle class. They 

find that almost 66 percent of Black households had a net worth below the national median of $97,300, 

compared with 30 percent of white households. In the middle quintile of the distribution of wealth 

among Black households, the median value was $17,300 compared with $171,000 for their white 

counterparts. In looking at the wealth distribution across all households, only 16 percent of Black 

households make it to the top two wealth quintiles, which is the top 40 percent of wealth holders, 

compared with half of white households. In understanding this, it becomes evident how precarious the 

Black middle class is in the absence of wealth (Biu, Famighetti, and Hamilton 2021) and why specific 

wealth building interventions are necessary.  

Research Questions 

This pilot study seeks to examine the following research questions: 

◼ What are the current economic and social circumstances, aspirations, and needs of Black 

middle-class families related to economic security?  

» How explicit is wealth building as a goal among the Black middle class in the US? 

◼ What are Black families’ experiences with wealth building and the strategies they employ to 

secure financial security?  

◼ What supports do Black families need to accelerate their wealth-building goals and 

financial/economic security for themselves and their children? 

◼ How does the Black middle class conceptualize the ideal state, financially, where Black families 

thrive and are able to live full lives? 
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Methodology 

SCREENING AND SITE SELECTION 

 To attain a diverse sample representing the Black middle class, the research team recruited people for 

interviews based on eligibility criteria: 7  

◼ Identify as Black or African American 

◼ Be 18 years of age or older (recognizing that people have unique and nonlinear experiences 

with mobility and instability over their life course that may shape income and wealth)  

◼ Have a household income between $45,000 and $140,000 (we reviewed a variety of income-

based definitions, and this income range aligns roughly with several experts’ definitions of the 

middle class) 88    

◼ Identify as being a caregiver to children, elders, and/or extended family (so that we could speak 

to family membership)  

» The team did not constrain eligibility to a strict definition of caregiving, which allowed us to 

remain inclusive of those with close and extended kin who frequently act as caregivers 

(Lloyd et al. 2022).  

» The team also included individuals who were married, partnered, single, 

separated/divorced, and/or living in community with others (Lloyd et al. 2021). 

The research team conducted outreach to predominantly Black institutions, including historically 

Black colleges and universities, nonprofit and community-based organizations, and Black fraternities 

and sororities. The team also conducted direct outreach to members of a variety of Black community-

building spaces, including barbershops and hairdressers, churches, and social networks. 

Using the above criteria, the team interviewed members of the Black middle class living in three 

metropolitan areas that have historically higher or emerging concentrations of the Black middle class: 

Baltimore, Maryland; Charlotte, North Carolina; and Chicago, Illinois. Collectively, the selected 

metropolitan areas represent various histories of Black in- and out-migration. Baltimore and Chicago 

have historically had a Black middle-class presence, with some trends showing out-migration and/or 

static migration of the Black middle class.9, 10 Comparatively, Charlotte has experienced a heavy in-

migration of the Black middle class, landing within the top five in-migration destinations in the country 

for 2010–15.11 
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This selection highlights the experiences of Black middle-class households in the Midwest and Mid-

Atlantic cities, as well as those of Black middle-class households who have migrated to the South. These 

include their decisions to move or relocate to improve economic access and opportunity as well as other 

related drivers of family thriving. 

INTERVIEW AND CODING PROTOCOL 

Between July 2023 and December 2023, the research team conducted one-on-one interviews with 

members of the Black middle class on their experiences, aspirations, and challenges related to wealth 

building. The research team, having lived experience and research and policy expertise on issues of 

Black intergenerational wealth building, developed a culturally responsive protocol for conducting 

interviews and coding. The interviews were approximately 75–90 minutes in length and focused on four 

key areas:  

(1) definitions and markers of the middle class 

(2) economic security and upward mobility 

(3) strategies to increase income and advance wealth building  

(4) opportunities and impacts of community and systems 

The interviews also included a closed-ended verbal questionnaire to collect demographic 

information from each participant, including their types and total assets and debts, homeownership 

status and value, inheritance, and information that addresses their status and progress related to 

financial planning and wealth building. Participants were compensated with gift cards. After 

transcribing interviews and triangulating team notes, the research team performed qualitative analysis 

through emergent coding to identify key themes. Areas of focus within interviews spanned from 

definitions of middle class and experiences with financial security to challenges with intergenerational 

wealth building and the impacts of racial discrimination on personal wealth building. See appendix A for 

details on our study methodology and selection process for the target metropolitan areas. 

PARTICIPANTS 

The interview sample included 26 participants who met the eligibility criteria and represented a diverse 

sample of members of the Black middle class. There was equal representation across the three selected 

metropolitan areas (Baltimore, Charlotte, Chicago). Approximately 90 percent of the participants were 

age 36 or older. Twenty-seven percent of interviewed participants had a college or four-year degree, 

while over 65 percent reported having earned an advanced degree (masters, PhD, or professional 

degree). Over half of our sample were women (57 percent), and nearly two-thirds of our participants 
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were married, while 15 percent identified as single, never married, and 15 percent were separated. At 

the time of data collection, nearly three-quarters of the participants were homeowners. Most 

participants identified as caregivers to children (80.8 percent), and about a quarter (23.2 percent) 

reported having caregiving responsibilities for both children and other family members, such as parents 

and extended family. 

Voices of the Black Middle-Class: Synopsis of Our 

Findings  

Our analysis revealed several key themes regarding the experiences of the Black middle class, 

confirming findings from prior studies and generating some new insights that suggest participants 

believe that the absence or implementation of some policies have stymied economic progress for Black 

Americans. While our findings mirror existing work in this area, our study continues to highlight barriers 

to wealth building and economic security for the Black middle class, including attaining middle-class 

status, maintaining middle-class status, and the potential for intergenerational wealth transfer. As we 

think about ways to further improve the effectiveness of some existing policies, our analysis reveals 

several strategies that our study participants use to maintain financial security and build wealth for 

themselves and their children.  

Defining Middle Class 

Despite many challenges, some Black families have made significant progress in securing upward 

economic mobility and middle-class standing for themselves and their families.  As described above, 

scholars have taken different approaches to defining Black middle-class status. However, we also 

wanted to understand how people who met these criteria defined middle class for themselves, what 

experiences they associated with being middle-class, and how they understand what it means to be a 

member of the Black middle class compared with other racial and ethnic groups. 

“To me, middle class is, you know, an income base of least $50–55,000 at the low end and, 

you know, 140 on the high end—you know, homeowners, vehicle owners, maybe send kids to 

college, things of that nature—kind of brings you into the middle class…The middle class is 

what drives everything.” 

—56+ year-old man from Baltimore with vocational training making $66,000–$85,000 
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Our analysis revealed a several key themes reflecting how Black middle-class families define middle 

class: income, independence and agency, career, education, and access. In the following sections, we 

share participants’ views and personal experiences related to these key themes. 

INCOME 

Participants’ definition of middle-class status included economic, social, emotional, and educational 

markers. Most study participants referred to income as a marker of middle-class status as well as 

having some level of financial security, including wealth, in their lives. For example, some participants 

indicated specific income ranges that would signify membership in the middle class. These discrete 

ranges were often qualified by other factors, such as household size and makeup.  

“What middle class means to me, like, the first thing that comes to mind is sort of like a 

general range, I guess, like you know, income. Just like, I guess, to roughly define it, I’d say 

between, I mean, it also depends on like, your household size and everything. But like, for a 

single family, I’d say if you’re like, between, or a single individual, like between 50,000 and 

maybe like 200,000.” 

—18–25-year-old woman from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$45,000–$65,000 

While there was some diversity in how participants defined characteristics of the middle class and 

financial security, there was largely agreement that earning a high enough income to cover basic 

expenses with relative ease was a key part of being middle class. Several of our participants emphasized 

that being in the middle class meant meeting one’s financial and life needs. For example, some 

participants stressed that middle-class membership was also associated with a certain amount of 

purchasing power and access to things beyond basic needs, such as the ability to save for larger 

purchases in the future, take vacations, and have some luxuries.   

Participants’ definitions of the middle class were often viewed through a comparative lens. Middle-

class status was often described by comparing an individual’s experiences to those in other economic 

positions. For example, one participant said, “Not poor but not rich,” and another described middle-class 

status as “not struggling or living paycheck to check.” 
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“Having the means having, you know, like, at least the basic means to be able to eat without 

a lot of insecurity, a roof over our heads, whether rented or owned…that the family has, 

typically a salary. Like, a pretty guaranteed salary, so isn’t too much concern about being 

paycheck to paycheck or not necessarily knowing that there will be a lot of variance in the 

amount of money earned over like a month’s time.” 

—36–45-year-old woman from Baltimore with graduate or professional degree making 

$126,000–$140,000 

Independence and Agency 

Another aspect associated with being middle class was independence from support and reliance on 

institutions and government. Participants underscored that being middle class meant not needing 

financial assistance or subsidies from the government, other institutions, or other people.  

“…and you have a range—so poverty, the poor, are the people that are not able to be self-

supportive without government assistance. And so middle class basically, in my opinion, is 

any group set of people that are able to maintain a standard of living that does not require 

government assistance.” 

—56+-year-old woman from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$106,000–$125,000 

Also, participants indicated that there were varying degrees of middle-class status. For instance, 

some participants noted that this might range from the ability to cover one’s household needs to the 

ability to cover personal needs and wants and save some money. However, these individuals were 

viewed as having less protection from economic challenges than people in the upper-middle class. 

Upper-middle-class status was associated with homeownership and the ability to leave a legacy for 

future generations. While participants underscored the importance of income in establishing middle-

class status and homeownership, other specific types of wealth were often not discussed in relation to 

middle-class status. When specific types of wealth and wealth building were discussed, it was described 

as versions of “leaving or building a legacy.” 
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“…And so, right now, we’re in a position in order to where I can have a legacy to leave things 

behind for my family. So, I think that kind of puts us in that middle class, because there’s a 

development of one, two, maybe three generations after me.” 

—46–55-year-old man from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$106,000–$125,000 

In addition to independence, some participants highlighted agency as central to the middle-class 

experience. For example, participants emphasized agency as having the potential and ability to grow 

income and wealth, often through career and professional pursuits. Further, some participants also 

mentioned that the middle class was an important driver of the broader economy.  

Place, Space, and Access 

Participants emphasized that middle-class status was far more expansive that just income, noting 

that place, space, and access reflected class status. In particular, participants indicated that a college-

level or advanced degree confirmed middle-class status. Our interviews revealed that profession, 

including distinctions between white- and blue-collar careers, also informed views about the middle 

class. 

“Middle class, it to me means doing work that doesn’t require physical labor. I think that’s 

definitely what I think like what I think of, you know, blue collar work of working class, I 

think, like, you’re doing something that requires your physical exertion…” 

—36–45-year-old woman from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$86,000–$105,000 

Our discussions with participants also revealed that access to high-quality neighborhoods and 

schools were components of their conceptualizations of middle class. For instance, many participants 

describe that being middle class is associated with living in specific kinds of neighborhoods with good 

schools for children, community resources, and other amenities. As one participant stated, “You have 

access to more opportunities, whether it is education, finances, health, even relationships, and 

networking and things for your family, and property ownership,” highlighting perceptions that middle-
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class communities have greater availability of opportunities for their children and increased networks 

for themselves.  

Across interviews, participants situated their responses within the broader context of historical 

exclusion and limited access for their families and Black families, more generally. Some participants 

suggested that to retain ties to one’s community of origin, individuals possess other markers of middle-

class status but choose to live in a community that was more aligned with the class status they were 

raised in versus their current class status. As a result, those individuals may live in lower-income or less 

well-resourced communities. So, these definitions were not solely dependent upon economic status of 

their neighborhoods or their surrounding communities.  

Middle-Class Status at the Intersection of Race 

Participants’ responses revealed that articulated views and definitions of the middle class existed at 

the intersection of race. In particular, study participants noted that ‘being Black’ influenced middle-

class experiences. However, their responses indicated some ambivalence, acknowledging the 

challenges and barriers for Black families and households to gain middle-class status. For example, one 

participant stated that “middle class is middle class,” but “obtaining is different for Blacks.” Other views 

expressed by participants were that Black people have to ‘prove’ that they belong in the middle class 

and that white people and members of different racialized groups often viewed them differently, even 

when income and access were comparable.  

“I don’t think I would define it differently. I think that obtaining it is more difficult. I just, I 

think that middle class is middle class, but the only thing…obtaining it is different for Blacks, 

because we have so many roadblocks and obstacles that are institutionalized. And, so there’s 

a systemic way of it excluding Black people…”  

—36–45-year-old woman from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$86,000–$105,000 

Several participants’ views reflected class at the intersection of race. They revealed an awareness 

of the past and still present barriers facing Black middle-class families. Some responses emphasized 

historical differences, noting that strides have been made in securing better opportunities and greater 

access for the Black middle class. Though, a sizeable number of participants noted several areas of 
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distinction. One area was the realization that the process of acquiring middle-class status was different 

for Black and other racialized groups. 

 Participants highlighted the ‘struggle’ of becoming middle class and the stress of ‘maintaining’ class 

status for Black families. Participants also described the systemic nature of differences, including 

implications for homebuying and credit. One participant, a man residing in Chicago (36–45 years, 

graduate or professional degree making $106,000–$125,000), noted that there was an “expectation 

that if you’re white middle class that you have it, that if you’re Black and middle class, you’re still fighting 

to prove same thing.” 

“Like, I would say, on the surface, it appears that there is a difference that we struggle more. 

And that, you know, let’s just look at home buying, for example, you know, and what I’ve 

been told about purchasing a home as a Black person, versus purchasing a home as a white 

person. Things like credit scores and such, are just looked at differently a way where you 

decide to purchase your home, or, you know, they’re looked at differently, were looked at 

differently…” 

—46–55-year-old woman from Baltimore with graduate or professional degree making 

$106,000–$125,000  

Participants also emphasized race differences in intergenerational wealth transfer. Namely, 

participants indicated that while white peers “get money from their family members when they’re 

purchasing homes or starting businesses, Black people I know, people of color I know, oftentimes do 

not, and really are starting from scratch, they might have a lot of familial support, but not financial 

support.” Underlying these responses was an awareness that achieving middle-class status, maintaining 

this status, and leaving a legacy to their children, such as passing down property or other assets, are 

important components of middle classness.  

Intergenerational Connections: Past and Present 

Intergenerational experiences and connections were connected to participants’ own beliefs and 

views. In interviews, participants reflected on their experiences growing up and their family’s class 

membership. Some responses reflected familial strategies for economic security and wealth-building. 

For instance, one participant stated that, “Growing up, I considered my parents more middle-class, but 
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well-structured in finance and savings…they came in an era of really growing up into making sure our 

houses were paid for by a certain time you know, it’s very different now.” Similarly, some participants 

emphasized financial education strategies communicated by their families, including home and property 

ownership as a pathway for upward mobility as well as other actions to build wealth and reduce debt.   

These strategies, often discussed in reference to participants’ children, included access to high-

quality education and other enrichment opportunities. Participants who did not grow up middle-class 

often articulated how their parents and family members worked to attain middle-class status. 

Participants’ responses emphasized an awareness of their families’ economic struggles, particularly how 

parents and family members navigated challenges (such as job loss and housing) and strategies to attain 

and maintain middle-class status (as perceived by participants).  

“One thing that I look back at now is like, as a kid, I never once worried about money or 

anything, you know, like, I never worried that my parents would be able to provide for us or 

do the things we do. So, I feel like that also helped me to feel more middle-class.” 

—18–25-year-old woman from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$45,000–$65,000   

For many participants, home ownership and employment were central to moving from lower and 

working class to the middle class. Participants also discussed the extent to which racism and racial 

inequities have impacted Black families, especially their ability to achieve upward mobility and wealth 

building. Across interviews, discussions about ‘access to education’ and ‘neighborhood and community 

resources’ indicated that those residing in predominantly Black communities had to seek access to 

these resources outside of their communities. Several participants noted that their parents made 

decisions for them to attend public schools that were ‘outside’ of their neighborhood or private schools.  

Another primary theme that emerged in our analysis was, despite an awareness of participants’ 

family’s economic challenges, there was a recognition of the protective role of families and 

communities. Several participants revealed that their parents and other family members often ensured 

that children did not ‘feel’ their economic situation. This protection was often described in that, as 

children, they had what they needed, regardless of family’s economic struggles. Connected to these 

memories was the recognition that extended family members, such as grandparents, aunts, and uncles, 

provided participants with emotional and resource support during their childhoods and/or adolescence.  

Caretaking realities and responsibilities, both in the past and present, had some implications for our 

participants’ views about their own economic security and wealth-building capacity. In particular, 
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several participants recounted that their families also contributed to other households as well as the 

broader community. Contributing to other households was an adaptative response to existing racial and 

class inequities that plagued many Black communities.   

In the present context, the majority of our interviews (81 percent) indicated that they had 

caretaking responsibilities related to their children (minor and adult children), with approximately 25 

percent also specifying additional caretaking responsibilities of parents or extended family members. 

Some participants, for example, noted the need to provide (or that they provided) experiences and 

opportunities for their children and other children and their families. This was often related to 

reflections about their childhood experiences, specifically that their parents and caregivers provided 

transformative experiences for their own development (vacations, outside of school educational 

opportunities, and more), which laid the groundwork for their current economic well-being. 

For participants with adult-aged children, there was a desire to provide experiences and transfer 

wealth to their children and grandchildren. Many of these responses reflect current statistics indicating 

that young adults continue to rely on their families for financial support (housing, student loan 

repayment). Older participants were well aware of this reality and noted several strategies for 

caretaking of children and grandchildren that related directly to wealth-building, such as investing in 

real estate and business ownership. Guiding many of these strategies was an awareness of the 

difficulties associated with wealth-building, particularly for Black and other racialized households, and 

that they were committed to ensuring, if at all possible, that their children and grandchildren had a 

foundation and pathway for continued economic mobility. However, some recognized that these 

caretaking responsibilities and commitments had implications for their financial wellbeing and 

economic security (postponing retirement to pay off house or other debt).  

How Income and Wealth Contribute to Perceptions of Financial Security  

“I would feel to be financially secure, having liquid assets, whereas needed not needing to 

take out loans or use credit cards, or just having that ability that something goes wrong, you 

can go take care of it tomorrow.” 

—46–55-year-old man from Chicago with graduate or professional degree making 

$106,000–$125,000  
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Mirroring key points raised by participants when defining markers of the middle class, ‘weathering 

economic storms’ emerged as a primary theme for defining wealth and financial security. Employment 

and income were topics that participants brought up when it came to financial security and wealth 

building. First, when asked if they considered themselves middle-class, many participants pointed to 

meeting a certain income threshold as an important indicator. When thinking about how financially 

secure they felt, some participants pointed to their jobs, which also made them feel more stable. Two 

participants also described how they used extra money earned at work—for example, in the form of a 

bonus check—for debt reduction, such as paying off car loans. For some, employment is also a source of 

financial resources in other ways that can aid savings, such as making use of credit unions, using pre-tax 

funds to pay for childcare, and even more directly related to wealth building—participating in a 

company’s 401k plan and making use of retirement advice.  

Other participants would feel more financially secure if their employment conditions improved. 

For instance, two participants said they were hoping for new jobs with higher pay and benefits such as 

stock incentives and bonuses. Two participants also said they would want an additional source of 

income, one of which specifically indicated it would help them save money. 

“I do think for middle-class people, financial security does play a very large role, and 

especially in how they make their decisions moving forward. You know, and I think financial 

security is everyone’s kind of aspiration, regardless of their class.” 

—26–35-year-old woman from Charlotte with four-year degree making $86,000–

$105,000 

Despite the importance of employment for helping secure financial well-being, participants pointed 

out that barriers still exist. For instance, a couple of participants described how difficult it can be for 

Black people to reach leadership positions that often come with higher pay in the organizations they 

work in. One participant said that diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in workplaces is something “not 

really being addressed,” and as one participant said, it has become a dirty five-letter word.” 

When asked about employers’ roles in supporting Black middle-class wealth building, a participant 

said employers should pay “decent wages overall and diversify senior leadership” so that other Black 

people can reach senior roles with better pay and more benefits (401k and other retirement benefits). A 

few participants also said that employers should make greater investments in their employees, such as 
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paying for employees’ continuing education, sharing profits and providing stock options, and educating 

employees about investment (e.g., 401k plans and stocks). 

I think employers should be investing in their employees’ education, you know, my 

company is big on that. That’s why I love it here. I’ve been here 15 years. I don’t foresee 

myself going anywhere. Because if it’s if there’s anything related to my job and I want 

to go to school for it, they pay for it. …You know, I came in as a job as a laborer. And 

they sent me to school, apprenticeship school, for four years and paid for everything, 

books, everything, gave me a journeyman license, then they sent me to school for to be 

a project manager. It took me six years, because I didn’t go full time, I went part time. 

And they paid for everything, as long as I maintained a B average in my classes. So, I 

think employers should be investing in employees’ education, that’s how you want to 

build the wealth…”—56+-year-old man from Baltimore with vocational training making 

$66,000–$85,000   

Intergenerational Wealth and Home Ownership 

Given that wealth accumulates over time and generations, mechanisms of building and maintaining 

intergenerational transfers of wealth are crucial (Neal, Zinn et al. 2023). For many study participants, 

homeownership represents the primary mechanism for sustaining intergenerational transfer of wealth, 

mirroring longstanding data on Black Americans’ pathways to wealth-building. Home equity accounts 

for the bulk of net worth for most of our participants, in line with broader trends on the composition of 

wealth and the heightened concentration in home assets among Black households (McCargo and Choi 

2020). 

We have to learn of the treasures that we have in owning property and passing it down 

without being attached to being a financial burden. 

—46–55-year-old woman from Charlotte with graduate or professional degree making 

$66,000–$85,000   

Of our 26 study participants, 19 (over 70 percent) of them reported being current homeowners. 

The ability to own a home or wealth more broadly is a crucial step in initiating or sustaining 

intergenerational transfers. Only a few participants reported receiving or expecting an inheritance 

from family members—out of the 19 homeowners, 14 of them reported receiving no type of inheritance. 

This confirms the existing research that tells us about racial patterns of wealth ownership and 

intergenerational transfers (Darity, Addo, and Smith 2021) and a broader theme many participants 
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discussed regarding building their financial status with minimal financial support from past generations. 

These trends combine with the correlation that out of the 19 homeowners among our participants, 13 

were currently married (Note: Three homeowners are divorced, one is widowed, and two have never 

been married.) This confirms existing research that finds that married couples are more likely to own a 

home than single people, and that marriage or being partnered may play a role in the decision (or having 

the ability) to buy a home.12 

That’s the first line of defense. Our intention is to purchase more properties throughout 

Charlotte, so that the boys you know, can if they choose to be a landlord, tenants, and be 

able to have some passive income in that way. So, our intention is to purchase more 

properties, waiting on interest rates to change a little bit, but so their life insurance policy 

through real estate. 

—36–45-year-old woman from Charlotte with graduate or professional degree making 

$86,000–$105,000   

When participants described plans for passing wealth down to their children or other relatives, 

several discussed leaving the homes that they own as an inheritance. Those with second homes 

discussed having relatives residing on the additional property or having an investment strategy where 

the additional home is a hedge against financial downturns. Some participants discussed owning and 

investing in real estate specifically to rent these properties to tenants and transfer to their children 

three interrelated components: the real (nonfinancial) asset of the home itself, the revenue stream of 

the business they are beginning, and an education aspect of teaching their children from a young age the 

ins and outs of managing a business. For example, one participant noted a desire for their children to 

continue their business ventures; “We want, 100 percent would love for the boys to be able to take on 

the business, hire electrical contractors, electrical journeyman, to be able to continue the work.” 

Similarly, several participants discussed trusts and estate planning within the context of paving the 

pathway of transferring their homes and other assets to the next generation and training their children 

in necessary financial and legal knowledge to carry on. One participant raised how a conversation with a 

lawyer at a money management event taught them about the costs that could arise in home transfers in 

the event of their death and the benefits of setting up a trust naming their son as the beneficiary for 

transferring their home, which constitutes the largest part of their net worth. 
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Outside of homes, though often in conjunction with talking about their homes, participants 

discussed life insurance as a mechanism to transfer wealth. However, only 38 percent of those 

interviewed discussed either already holding a life insurance policy or actively planning to get a policy. 

Many named insurance policies in response to being asked about the wealth they plan to pass on to 

their children and close family members. Given the connecting theme throughout our study that most 

participants are the ones others depend on financially, the prominence of life insurance policies is not 

entirely surprising given such policies are tailored toward those who others rely on, and the loss of their 

financial support would prove impactful to their dependents. Participants discussed wanting their 

children or loved ones to have a secure and generous source of financial resources to draw from in their 

absence. 

Interventions to Support the Black Middle Class 

As stated previously, there is no single definition or measure for what it means to be middle class in the 

United States. However, the research community has recognized that “the obstacles faced by middle-

class families help inform how community leaders, lawmakers, and their advisors respond to the needs 

of the country.”13 While Black families have made significant progress over the last two generations in 

education, employment, and other measures associated with middle-class standing, the Black middle 

class still faces challenges. Participants in our study echoed this deep sentiment.  

Through this pilot study, we asked participants what interventions or programmatic actions they 

believed were most needed to improve the economic conditions of the Black middle class. Participants 

emphasized that place-based and community-led interventions were helpful for supporting the Black 

middle class. In essence, participants felt that programmatic actions that reflected their ecologies and 

needs, with attention to sociohistorical and community contexts, were necessary for sustained impacts 

within Black communities. Several participants indicated they benefitted from city- or county-led 

homeownership-related programs, including seminars, funding opportunities, and knowledge and 

resource-sharing programs. These local and place-based programs, often organized and/or 

implemented by local leaders and organizers, provided prospective homebuyers with access to the 

knowledge, tools, and, in some cases, down payment assistance to help them purchase their first home.  

Further, some participants noted resources beyond those for first-time owners, such as providing 

existing homeowners with funding (for example, roof repairs or a new roof) to maintain their 

homeownership. Participants also mentioned the need for continued support for second and third-time 

homebuyers who no longer qualify for first-time homebuyer programs.  
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Black and Latinx households also face more housing depreciation and higher property taxes 

(Alexandrov, Goodman, and Neal 2023; Neal, Choi, and Walsh 2020 as cited in Alexandrov, Goodman, 

and Neal 2023). In addition to programs that help support first-, second-, and third-time homebuyers, 

there is the need for additional interventions to help homeowners maintain their homes’ value by 

providing funding and resources for them to make improvements, repairs, and upgrades as needed. In 

some cases, Black Americans might also benefit from property tax relief or tax credit programs to help 

reduce the amount of money individual homeowners spend on property taxes each year.   

Similarly, local programming and outreach for those interested in investing in their communities, 

either through home and real estate investments or business ownership, was highlighted by some 

participants. One such example of placed-based programmatic interventions is the Wells Fargo 

Foundation’s Wealth Opportunities Realized through Homeownership (WORTH) initiative, which funds 

eight local markets that aim to increase homeownership among households of color. The types of 

supports offered vary by location and include down payment loans and grants and funding to support 

closing costs (Neal, Scally et al. 2023).  

“I think first-time homebuyer programs are great... but I think that they take for granted the 

struggles of second- and third-time homebuyers and families where parents may have 

separated and all these different supports that exist.” 

—36–45-year-old woman from Baltimore with graduate or professional degree making 

$126,000–$140,000 

Supporting observations that many Black Americans are charting new ground with their wealth-

building strategies, participants also mentioned the need for increased access to comprehensive 

investment education and training programs for Black Americans—to help them learn the nuances of 

investing in stocks, bonds, and other forms of investments, including personal investing and employer-

sponsored retirement programs. While these interventions may potentially help the middle class, 

continued consideration and identification of interventions and programmatic actions that will have the 

most impact on Black middle-class families remains an important area of focus.   
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Public Perception and Political Neglect Harms the Black 

Middle Class 

In research, media, and public discourse, the Black middle class is often depicted as economically 

disadvantaged and the beneficiary of public programs, services, and benefits. Racist stereotypes 

continue to be perpetuated, including the notion that Black families don’t save enough or engage in 

conspicuous consumption, all of which have been disproven by researchers. These narratives that 

portray people in terms of individual deficits rather than focusing on what government policies created 

and sustained are racist and overlook the many significant contributions that Black Americans have 

made to building the American economy over the last four centuries.  

Beginning with chattel slavery and continuing through the Industrial Revolution and racial 

apartheid, Black Americans made critical contributions to the American economy through agriculture, 

manufacturing, service roles, and entrepreneurship. Today, Black Americans continue to contribute to 

the US economy as front-line workers as nurses, doctors, and other medical professionals; in 

manufacturing jobs including as machinists, technicians, and processors; and professional roles as 

teachers, designers, researchers, and in the health care workforce. Black Americans have made 

invaluable, often overlooked, uncompensated, or devalued social and economic contributions to 

American society in the face of persistent discrimination and racism. 

The lack of political attention and policy intervention directed toward the Black middle class has 

harmed Black families’ ability to thrive—economically, socially, and psychologically. Moreover, policy 

efforts to close racial wealth gaps have historically been poorly targeted and lack an explicit focus on 

wealth building for middle-class families. For example, there have been legislative and private sector 

efforts to help build modest savings among families on the lower end of the economic spectrum, 

including those experiencing deep economic disadvantage. Similarly, there have been legislative and 

regulatory efforts to increase asset limits in safety net programs that support economically 

disadvantaged populations. 

The interventions thus far are worthwhile, but they will not accelerate wealth creation significantly 

enough to build real wealth among economically disadvantaged populations, nor will they accelerate 

wealth creation among the Black middle class sufficiently to close racial wealth gaps. Interventions to 

support Black middle-class families and help individuals and families build substantial Black wealth 

should assist Black families with accumulating higher net worth and with growing, expanding, and 

passing down their wealth. 
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We see three overall policy trends that can be characterized as political neglect: 

◼ Fundamental misalignment between efforts to improve wages, increase access to good jobs, 

eliminate workforce discrimination, and enact real policy changes or solutions to close the 

racial wealth gap. The former policies focus on closing the racial wealth gaps by increasing 

income, while the latter focus on increasing access to and opportunities to build wealth. Efforts 

to close the racial wealth gap would include correcting existing policies and establishing new, 

race-conscious policies and legislation that can help Black households accrue and grow wealth.  

◼ Lack of proactive policy options or actions focused on the Black middle class contributes to a 

lack of progress in closing an increasingly intractable racial wealth gap for Black families and 

their children. We know, for example, that housing and labor market inequities and 

discrimination and segregation contribute to worsening wealth inequity in the US. Without 

comprehensive policy actions to address discrimination and segregation, these inequities will 

continue to deepen.  

Lack of proactive wealth-building policies increases Black middle-class families’ exposure to 

riskier investments (e.g., cryptocurrency) and decreases exposure and access to more secure 

investments and asset-building opportunities (e.g., retirement accounts and employer-

sponsored retirement accounts). 

In Their Words: Participant Recommendations to Promote Black Middle-Class 

Thriving  

This study documented the barriers and opportunities Black middle-class individuals and their families 

face as they aim to build wealth and transfer it across generations. While Black families recognized they 

had achieved some of their financial aspirations and goals, they were also aware of their fragile, current 

economic standing and that efforts were needed to maintain and grow wealth. Our analysis revealed an 

awareness of racial and systemic inequities as well as strategies needed to attend to and maintain 

economic security and financial health. 

 Further, through our in-depth interviews, our participants noted several systems- and policy-level 

recommendations that may be particularly helpful in supporting Black middle-class households and 

families. Participants were asked about the role of government in supporting Black middle-class wealth. 

A couple of participants were pessimistic about the government’s potential to address wealth building 

for the Black middle class. Most participants, however, had suggestions on how government and public 

policy could better help Black middle-class families retain and grow their net worth. Their views and 

recommendations are shared below. 
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PARTICIPANTS’ VIEWS ON THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN POLICY DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION 

AND DISSEMINATION OF INFORMATION 

Improving existing domestic policies. Some participants wanted to see existing wealth-building 

policies improved and investments in existing services expanded. One example that participants cited 

was investments in free higher education. Some also suggested that the government should involve and 

engage the community in policy design. 

Reducing barriers to obtaining publicly funded services. Some participants shared that whatever 

policies are implemented; they must be done so in a way without barriers to access. For instance, one 

person noted that people who have experiences with the criminal justice system need support and 

should not be blocked from obtaining services. Access to publicly funded services includes access to 

debt-reduction supports and programs, homebuying and homeownership grants, tax credits, education 

and workforce funding and programs, and grants or loans to help support entrepreneurs and small 

business owners.  

Informing and educating the public on policies and programs. Participants in our study wanted to see 

greater access to and knowledge of existing policies as well as how these policies will impact people’s 

finances over time. One participant shared that the government could “do a better job of getting 

information out there, when there are programs that people can take advantage of that can help them 

build wealth.” This information could include what programs are available as well as how they can 

impact people’s finances.  

Overwhelmingly, participants emphasized the importance of decisionmakers being thoughtful 

about the approach to or process for developing and implementing policies. With that said, we 

highlight specific wealth-related policy recommendations and areas of foci that could improve Black 

middle-class families’ economic well-being.  

IMPROVE WAGES, ACCESS TO HIGHER PAYING EMPLOYMENT, AND REDUCE PAY DISPARITIES  

Employment contributes to wealth-building. Research on wealth shows that higher income is related to 

higher net worth.14  Rucks-Ahidiana and Kalu (2023) found that income is positively associated with 

wealth for Black women, Black men, white women, and white men. Higher-paying roles also tend to 

include retirement coverage, which may contribute to net worth. Having more pay may also allow 

individuals to save more money, though family obligations may still get in the way even if their higher-

paying salaries are achieved.15  

Researchers, however, have also found that qualified Black women and men tend to be locked out 

of higher paying occupations as well as occupations with greater retirement benefits, even when they 
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have the educational achievement that matches or exceeds what is required (Biu et al. 2023; Hamilton 

et al. 2021). Some of the participants echoed these findings and pointed to racial discrimination in 

access to “good” employment and “good” wages. Addressing equitable access to jobs through 

enforcement of antidiscrimination laws would take steps to improve access for Black workers to higher-

paying employment (Biu 2018). To reduce pay disparities within jobs, laws around pay equity (Biu 2018) 

and preventing employers from asking about previous salaries (Holder 2023) would also help Black 

people achieve commensurate pay. 

Higher earnings could allow people to save more and can mean access to more retirement benefits. 

Still, even among higher earning households of color, there are significant wealth disparities. Black-

white wealth disparities persist across every income quintile: researchers found that Black household in 

the middle income quintile have 12 percent less wealth than white households in the lowest quintile. 

Black households in the lowest quintile have 7 cents for every dollar of wealth for similar white 

households. Black households in the highest wage quintile have 87 percent less wealth than their 

counterparts (Hicks et al. 2021).  

Conclusion  

This report documents what it means to be Black and middle class in the United States. Specifically, it 

summarizes the experiences and accomplishments Black middle-class Americans associate with 

achieving and maintaining middle-class standing. In addition, this report also outlines the policies and 

interventions, if implemented, that could help the Black middle class reduce financial stress and debt, 

lower or remove the barriers that make it difficult to save and invest, and make progress toward 

financial security, which can include the ability to build wealth, transfer wealth intergenerationally, and 

prepare for retirement.  

This report is designed to provide researchers, practitioners, funders, and policymakers with 

insights and evidence to better understand how the Black middle class differs from the broader middle 

class in the United States, how wealth and wealth building is essential to help Black middle-class 

Americans be and feel more financially secure, and what interventions and policies can help to improve 

the Black middle class’s economic situation now and in the future.  

This pilot study prioritizes the voices and lived experiences of Black middle-class Americans and is 

the first step in laying the foundation for the Black Family Thriving initiative. Through this emerging 

Initiative, we seek to amplify the intergenerational strengths of Black people and families and to 

reframe the narrative of being Black and middle class in America. 
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Appendix A. Study Methodology 

Site Selection 

Using Brookings data on the Black middle class, the research team first identified 15 metropolitan areas 

of interest: Atlanta, Baltimore, Charlotte, Chicago, Dallas, Detroit, Houston, New Orleans, Memphis, 

Miami, New York City, Philadelphia, St. Louis, Virginia Beach/Norfolk, and Washington DC. 16 

These 15 metro areas met the following requirements: 

◼ The share of the overall population that is Black middle class is at least 7.5 percent.17 

◼ The total Black population in the metro area is at least 400,000. 

For these 15 metro areas, we also considered geographic regions, in- and out-migration of Black 

residents, poverty rates, unemployment, Black homeownership, and Black-white homeownership gaps. 

For the three selected metro areas, we noticed the following in relation to the other areas 

considered (figure 1): 

◼ Geography: Baltimore, Charlotte, and Chicago, span different regions of the country 

(Northeast, Midwest, and South). 

◼ In- and out-migration: These cities represent areas with historic representation of the Black 

middle class (i.e., Chicago) as emerging areas of Black middle-class representation (and Black 

migration, more generally). 

» State net migration:18 North Carolina had the third-most net in-migration in the US from 

2015–20 (56,575) and Maryland the sixth-most in-migration (33,945). During the same 

period, Illinois saw the second-most out-migration (-93,415). 

» Young adult migration to metro areas:19 Under two-thirds (63 percent) of Black young 

adults living in the Charlotte, North Carolina/South Carolina commuting zone also grew up 

there. Baltimore’s (83 percent) and Chicago’s (90 percent) numbers are much higher.    

» Young adult migration from metro areas: 20Only 75 percent of Black young adults in 

Chicago stayed in Chicago, and 76 percent of young adults in Charlotte stayed there. In 

Baltimore, on the other hand, 84 percent of adults have stayed there. 

» Together, these data could support the argument that Chicago is experiencing a loss in its 

Black population (as fewer people are entering and fewer people are staying). In contrast, 
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Charlotte is experiencing a high influx of Black young adults and Baltimore is retaining 

many of its Black young adult residents.  

◼ Of the 15 metro areas: 

»  Chicago had the Midwest’s largest percentage (and raw total) out-migration for 2010–15 

and 2015–20 for the Midwest. It is also the Midwest metro area on the list with the largest 

Black population and Black middle-class population but has the smallest percentages of 

Black population, Black middle class within overall population, and Black population within 

the middle class. 

» Baltimore is the least populated Northeast metro area but has the largest Black 

populations and Black middle-class populations as a percentage of the overall population 

for the region. It has the lowest unemployment rate of all 15 cities.21 

◼ All three cities have a Black homeownership gap between 30 and 35 percent (average 

compared to other cities within the set of 15).22 

FIGURE 1 

Metro Areas for Pilot Study of the Black Middle Class 

URBAN INSTITUTE 

Sources: “Brooking Metro_List of Black Middle Class Metro Cities,” Brookings Institution, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/02/20200227_BrookingsMetro_ListOfBlackMiddleClassMetrosCities.csv  (2013-2017 ACS Microdata via 

IPUMS); Young Adult Migration,“ Migration Patterns, https://migrationpatterns.org/.    

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/20200227_BrookingsMetro_ListOfBlackMiddleClassMetrosCities.csv
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/20200227_BrookingsMetro_ListOfBlackMiddleClassMetrosCities.csv
https://migrationpatterns.org/
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Outreach and Data Collection/Analysis 

Between July 2023 and December 2023, the research team conducted a qualitative analysis through 

one-on-one interviews with 26 members of the Black middle class on their experiences, aspirations, and 

challenges related to wealth building. Participants were compensated with gift cards. Our research 

team’s lived experience and academic expertise on Black intergenerational wealth-building issues 

helped shape the research protocol and analysis. Our outreach, data collection, and analyses involved: 

◼ Communicating with predominantly Black institutions, including historically Black colleges 

and universities, nonprofit and community-based organizations, and Black fraternities and 

sororities. Communication included direct outreach to members of a variety of Black 

community-building spaces, including barbershops and hairdressers, churches, and 

researchers’ personal networks. 

◼ Developing an interview protocol to guide the conversation to help ensure that interview 

leads addressed key questions interviews while addressing several key topical areas.  

» Interviews focused on four key areas: defining middle class, economic security and upward 

mobility, income and wealth, and opportunities and impacts of community and systems. 

» Interviews included a close-ended verbal questionnaire to collect demographic information 

from each participant: types of total assets and debts, homeownership status and its value, 

and inheritances that address their status and progress with financial planning and wealth 

building. 

» Interviewers took detailed notes during each interview to supplement transcriptions of 

interview audio recordings. The research team held frequent debriefs to discuss salient 

themes, learnings across interviews, and adapt our interviewing approach.  

◼ Performing qualitative analysis through emergent coding to identify key themes across 

several categories: defining middle class; financial security; financial tools and resources; 

financial responsibilities and caretaking; wealth transfer; retirement planning; defining wealth; 

community resources; systems, structures, and policy; and racial discrimination impacts. In 

addition to condensing codes into themes, coders highlighted key quotes from participants that 

corresponded to select themes. 

We acknowledge some limitations associated with our study. As this pilot study assesses the 

experiences of 26 individuals, we understand that the study is not comprehensive of all Black middle-

class American families’ experiences. This pilot serves as an exploratory study of challenges, aspirations, 

and shared experiences associated with this population. 
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master’s degree in public administration in public and nonprofit management policy from New York 

University. She also has a doctorate in public and urban policy from the New School. 
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Marokey Sawo is a research associate in the Office of Race and Equity Research. Her research centers 

on questions of income and wealth distribution as they relate to gender, race, and economic policy. 

Before joining Urban, Sawo was an economic analyst at the Economic Policy Institute, where she 

conducted research at the national and state levels on the economic consequences of racism and 

misogyny. As a member of the Economic Analysis and Research Network (EARN) team at the Economic 

Policy Institute, she contributed to advancing progressive policies by producing research on systemic 

inequities and providing technical assistance to the state-focused organizations within EARN. Sawo was 

also previously a researcher at the Groundwork Collaborative, where she focused on the economics of 

anti-austerity at the federal level, varying unemployment insurance issues, and broader labor market 

conditions. Sawo holds a BA in economics from Vassar College and an MSc in economic theory and 

policy from the Levy Economics Institute of Bard College. 

Dawn Dow is a non-resident fellow in the Center on Labor, Human Services, and Population and an 

equity scholar in the Office of Race and Equity Research. She engages in policy-oriented research on 

race, equity, and structural racism impacting families, broadly construed. Dow is also an associate 

professor of sociology at the University of Maryland, College Park, and a faculty associate in the 

Maryland Population Research Center. Her existing research examines how intersections of race, class, 

and gender impact the family, educational settings, the law, and political mobilization. She is the author 

of the award-winning book, Mothering While Black: Boundaries and Burdens of Middle-Class Parenthood. 

Dow previously served as the Critical Race Initiative faculty director, which holds an annual symposium 

focused on a topic engaging systemic racism. She is a deputy editor for the Journal of Marriage and Family 

and is on the editorial board of Contexts. Dow earned a doctorate in sociology from the University of 

California, Berkeley, and a juris doctor from Columbia Law School. 



   

 

 

ST A T E M E N T  O F  I N D E P E N D E N C E  

The Urban Institute strives to meet the highest standards of integrity and quality in its research and analyses and in 

the evidence-based policy recommendations offered by its researchers and experts. We believe that operating 

consistent with the values of independence, rigor, and transparency is essential to maintaining those standards. As 

an organization, the Urban Institute does not take positions on issues, but it does empower and support its experts 

in sharing their own evidence-based views and policy recommendations that have been shaped by scholarship. 

Funders do not determine our research findings or the insights and recommendations of our experts. Urban 

scholars and experts are expected to be objective and follow the evidence wherever it may lead. 
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