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e have collected this set of economic data to help frame a conversation about 

racial justice strategy amid demographic change. As the non-White U.S. 

population grows, White racial anxiety is on the rise. Recent research shows that 

96 percent of Whites believe that in the 1950s Blacks were the primary targets of racism. 

However, 51 percent of Whites believe that today there is more racism against Whites than 

against Blacks.1 Moreover, other research suggests that Whites are bothered by the idea of 

a majority non-White America at similar rates across both Democratic and Republican 

affiliation.2 

 

In this environment of White worry, the political right is intensifying efforts to deploy the 

Asian American model minority myth – to “prove” the absence of White privilege, to 

undermine Black demands for economic and political transformation, and to attack racially 

targeted policy remedies. From affirmative action to the economy, rightwing pundits invoke 

statistics to validate the claim that Asian Americans overcome racial barriers and succeed 

through hard work and the correct set of cultural values, unlike their Black counterparts. 

This disregards how anti-Black racism is hardwired into U.S. economic and political systems, 

and how aggregate Asian American success has been engineered through economic, social, 

and political means. By and large, the racial justice movement has lacked the effective 

coalitions, messages, strategies, and demands needed to push back. The result is that the 

model minority myth has become a productive, anti-Black racial wellspring for the political 

right to return to again and again. 

 

An increasingly polarized worldview is dividing America: on the one hand, the belief that 

Whiteness is under attack, to the detriment of both Whites and those non-Whites who 

benefit from the status quo; and on the other hand, the belief that we must create racially 

explicit policies and practices to achieve lasting racial justice and genuine democracy. The 

idea of Asian Americans plays an increasingly damaging role in these racial politics. 

ChangeLab seeks to explore how Asian Americans and Blacks are positioned differently in 

the U.S. economy, to help identify challenges and opportunities to thwart rightwing attacks 

and win lasting racial justice.  

 

Where there are wide disparities between statistical measures of Asian American and Black 

prosperity, we expect that the right will continue to exploit these to preserve White 

dominance and further subjugate Black communities, by refusing to acknowledge structural 

racism. We need strategies to get out ahead of these moments, in part by acknowledging 

the benefit that non-Blackness affords. At the same time, where there are similarities 

between certain Asian American subgroups and their Black counterparts, these may be 

openings to explode the race-erasing sacred cows of American racial discourse like 

opportunity, meritocracy, and democracy, by raising insurgent Black and Asian American 

voices that together can reinforce shared demands to reallocate power and resources. We 

believe that Black-Asian coalitional work holds potential for addressing these challenges and 

opportunities. 
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This report looks at the following areas: 

 

 
 
 

 

While the data is by no means exhaustive, we hope it will help to frame our discussion, to 

identify questions for further inquiry, and to address the potential of Black-Asian coalitional 

work that is grounded in real conditions. In the racialized myth of American meritocracy, 

Blackness and Asianness occupy opposite and mutually reinforcing positions. The model 

minority myth and the narrative of Black criminality are two blades of a double-sided axe; we 

must address both, to reveal and undo the logic of White supremacy.  

 

  

 

This report examines data from a number of sources: 

The American Community Survey, 2010-2011; Survey 

of Income and Program Participation, 2011; Current 

Population Survey, 2003-2013; The Bureau of Labor 

Statistics’ analysis of the Current Population Survey, 

2010.  
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ealth is an indicator of financial wellbeing for families across time.3  Unlike income, 

which is a snapshot in time, wealth reveals cumulative prosperity or cumulative 

economic disenfranchisement. When households are able to earn extra income 

beyond what’s needed to cover basic needs and to set aside savings or purchase a home, the 

accumulated assets can be passed on from one generation to the next. Wealth also serves 

as a stopgap in times of economic duress. For these reasons, it is an important measure of 

prosperity and inclusion, reflecting not only one’s wellbeing at a given moment, but also 

one’s economic resiliency over time. 

 

 At the aggregate level, the data is easily exploited to reinforce the model 

minority myth and anti-Blackness. For every dollar in White household wealth, Asian families 

owned 81 cents (see Figure 1). Compared to Black households, who owned six cents, Asians 

can be cited as living examples of how the nation has moved beyond race. The data does not 

explain the reasons for this aggregate Asian prosperity, leaving huge openings from which 

people could easily draw flawed conclusions. The dominant racial narrative claims that Asian 

success is due to cultural characteristics like familial respect and reverence for education as 

a pathway to economic mobility4 -- traits that Blacks are seen to lack. We need an echo 

chamber of arguments to debunk this. 

 

 

Figure 1: Median Wealth by Race, 2011

 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Survey of Income and Program Participation (2011) 
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When race is not separated into ethnic subcategories, Whites and Asians tie in high household 

wealth: Both have 17 percent of families owning a half million or more in net worth (see 

Figure 2), while Blacks and Latinos have less than 5 percent of their households with mass 

holdings. Moreover, similar percentages of Blacks and Latinos own zero or negative wealth, 

at 33 percent and 29 percent respectively, compared to 15 percent of Asians and 14 

percent of Whites. 

 

  Similar percentages of Blacks, Asians, and Latinos own between 

$5,000 and $49,999 in wealth. Could this be an opportunity? What messages can we agree 

upon to explain the high percentage of Asians in the top economic tier? What messages can 

we agree upon to build unity among working class Asians, Blacks, and Latinos? 

 

Figure 2: Percent Distribution of Household Wealth by Race, 2011 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Survey of Income and Program Participation (2011).  
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The Great Recession significantly impacted the ability of families to put away savings for a 

rainy day. As the unemployed, discouraged, and underemployed peaked in 2010 to 

encompass 16.7 percent of the population
5 and the numbers of jobless persisted even after 

the official end in 2009, families dipped into the bank to cover basic needs, thereby reducing 

accumulated assets (see Figure 4). 

 

 Before the onset of the downturn in 2005, the median value of Asian 

household wealth was $184,839. This was greater than the median value of White 

household wealth that same year, providing fodder for the meme of Asians “out-whiting the 

Whites.” Such data can be used not only to reinforce anti-Black racism, but also to drum up 

anti-Asian resentment. 

 

 Asian family-owned assets decreased to $93,884 by 2011, almost a 50 

percent drop. Much of Asian wealth was wrapped up in housing and concentrated in cities in 

California. After the housing bubble burst much of this wealth was lost.6 Whites, on the other 

hand, are more likely than other racial groups to possess wealth in stocks, mutual funds and 

IRA’s. Since the stock market rebounded much more quickly than the housing market post-

recession, White wealth rebounded more quickly as well.7 Black and Latino household 

wealth, on the other hand, fell by 50 percent to $6,635 and $8,073, respectively. In 

comparison, White families lost a little over a quarter of their assets, retaining a median value 

of $41,648 in 2011. While the median value of wealth for Asians remained exponentially 

higher than that of Blacks and Latinos, is there an opportunity to talk about the 

vulnerability of non-Whiteness, and the hyper-vulnerability of Blackness? 
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Figure 3: Median Wealth for Households by Race, 1993-2011 (in 2014 dollars) 

 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Survey of Income and Program Participation (1993-2011).  

Asian data was not collected from 1993 to 2000. 

 

 

Blacks had the lowest rates of homeownership compared to other racial groups (see Figure 

4). Less than half of Blacks (46 percent) owned their own home in 2013. Only 45 percent of 

Black women owned homes, 47 percent of Black men. Before the onset of the Great 

Recession in 2005, more than half of Blacks owned homes (51 percent). 
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Figure 4: Homeownership Rate by Race and Immigration, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Recession Asian

Asian Immigrant New Asian Immigrant

Black Black Immigrant

New Black Immigrant Latino

Native American Two Or More Races

White



12 BY THE NUMBERS: CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES FOR BLACK-ASIAN SOLIDARITY 

 

 

Overall, the decade between 2003 and 2013 saw modest decreases in homeownership 

across racial groups, especially because of the intervention of the Great Recession. Black 

immigrants lost homes at a greater rate than other groups examined in this data (see Figure 

5). In 2003, more than 43 percent of immigrants who self- identified as Black to the Census 

owned the homes they lived in. Four years after the end of the economic downturn, 40 

percent of Black immigrants were homeowners. The loss was even greater for recent Black 

immigrants. 

 

 

Figure 5: Change in Percent Homeownership Rate by Race, 2003-2013 

 
 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Asians had steady home ownership rates throughout the past decade, lower than Whites 

and higher than other racial groups. However, as noted, when wealth is tied directly to 

homeownership this may mean vulnerability in times of economic recession.  Researchers 

have noted that homeownership for Asians varies by ethnicity and it is helpful to look at 

disaggregated Asian homeownership rates.8 For one thing, household size varies across 

Asian ethnic groups and high homeownership rate may mask the fact that one household is 

comprised of multiple adults rather than a traditional nuclear family.9  Chinese Americans in 

Los Angeles may be better situated to avoid subprime lenders than other Asian ethnic 

groups, in part, because they have access to mortgages at large mainstream banks as well 

as Asian banks.10 A 2012 policy briefing on housing and home ownership for Asians in 

Minnesota showed that the home value of Hmong Minnesotans dropped considerably post-

recession but Chinese and White homeowners gained value on their homes during the same 

period.11 This is all to say that not only is it important to disaggregate groups by ethnicity but 

local context also makes a considerable difference.   

 

 Nationwide, are Asian immigrants and Native Americans the 

two groups that increased their rates of homeownership between 2003 and 2013? One 

possible explanation for Native Americans may be targeted policy. It may be useful to 

look at rates of homeownership by race and geographic location, to view disparities and 

similarities across groups in different housing markets. What would looking at 

disaggregated ethnic group data by local context reveal that is made invisible when we 

examine national data?  

 

We were limited in how many racial categories we could disentangle. We’d suggest breaking 

down other racial groups, such as Latinos, by immigration status in future research. 
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Income is the amount of money a person or family earns during a particular year. Wages and 

salary are one of the most important components of income but income also includes child 

support, interest, dividend, rental income and any additional forms of yearly money support 

received.  

 

Wage differences between Blacks and Asians are substantial. As the graph below shows, for 

the years 2010-2012, Asian median per capita wages were 40 percent higher than the 

Black median. Yet New Asian immigrants earned roughly 40 percent less than Asians and 

Whites. Black immigrants earned almost 12 percent more than Blacks (Asian Immigrants 

earned slightly more than Asians but only by about 3 percent). These data points complicate 

the picture of racial discrepancies in wages. 

 

 As with the wealth statistics for 2005, this data can be used to buttress the 

“Asians are out-whiting the Whites” meme, showing that both Asians aggregately as well as 

Asian immigrants overall earn more per capita than Whites. This also feeds into the anti-

Black aspects of the model minority myth. 

 
 Why is it that Black immigrants have higher median wages than 

Black Americans? What about the difference between New Asian immigrants and New Black 

immigrants? Are these groups concentrated in particular labor sectors? These data sets 

bring up important questions for further examination. 

 

Figure 6: Median Wage and Salary by Race and Immigration, 2010-2012 (in 2014 dollars) 

 
 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Since the 2010-2012 data only captures a moment in time, it is important to look at 

changes in wages from 2003-2013. The wages and salaries of Asians as a whole, Asian 

immigrants, and Whites declined at around the same rates (12 percent, 11 percent, and 9 

percent, respectively). Native American and Black wages declined by the largest 

percentages, 24 percent and 22 percent, respectively (see Figure 7). But New Asian 

Immigrants also lost 20 percent of their wages. 

 

Figure 7: Percent of Wage Decrease by Race and Immigration, 2003-2013 (in 2014 dollars) 

 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013)12 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Figure 8: Median Wage and Salary by Race and Immigration (in 2014 dollars) 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Poverty is determined based on wages and additional income (like rental income or child 

support). 13 percent of Whites, 15 percent of Asians and 15 percent of Asian Immigrants 

live in poverty. More adversely impacted are New Asian Immigrants, 31 percent of whom live 

in poverty. By comparison, 20 percent of Blacks live in poverty, 27 percent of Black 

immigrants and 32 percent of new Black Immigrants are in poverty. 

 

 How can we explain the high rates of poverty among Blacks, Latinos, 

and New Asian immigrants (20-32 percent)? Particularly since these same groups share 

relatively low wages in comparison to Asians (aggregately) and Whites, and also experienced 

relatively large declines in median income. Is there an opportunity to create shared 

messages and demands here? 

 

Figure 9: Percentage of Persons in Poverty, 2010-2012 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 

 

 

Official poverty rates, though flawed, do reflect the uneven impact the recession had on the 

poorest Blacks and Asians. New Asian immigrants and all groups of Blacks suffered the 

most extreme poverty (of all groups analyzed in this report) during the recession. 

White
13%

Asian
15%

Asian
Immigrant

15%

New Asian 
Immigrant

31%

Black
20%

Black 
Immigrant

27%

New Black 
Immigrant

32%

Latino
28%



BY THE NUMBERS: CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES FOR BLACK-ASIAN SOLIDARITY | 19 
 

Here again the challenge is that the blunt numbers for Asians as a whole, Asian immigrants, 

and Whites can be used to reinforce the model minority myth and “post-racial” meritocracy. 

However, data can never tell the entire story. A number of researchers have pointed out that 

increases in the overall number of Asian Americans living in poverty during the recession were 

masked by large increases to the overall Asian American population, including large numbers 

of highly skilled, highly educated immigrants moving to the U.S. over the last decade. 13   
 

Figure 10: Percentage of Persons in Poverty, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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To better understand poverty, we can take a look at participation in the food stamp program, 

one of the only significant federal financial supports provided to the poor. From 2007 to 

2012 overall food stamp participation increased by 76 percent.14  

 

However, this statistic does not include undocumented immigrants (who are ineligible), 

which may explain the difference in Asian immigrant participation relative to poverty and 

wages. Most Black Americans whose income qualifies them for the food stamp program are 

U.S. citizens, whereas it is possible that significant numbers of Asians whose income level 

qualifies them for food stamps are disqualified because of their immigration status. 

 

Between 2003 and 2013, people of color, especially Blacks and Latinos, were participating 

in food stamp assistance programs at steadily increasing rates (see Figure 11).   

 

Thirty percent of all food stamp recipients have incomes that are above the poverty line,15 

reminding us that these numbers actually represent a vast number of people who are 

struggling but do not receive official poverty assistance.  

 

 

Problems with the way poverty has been measured are well documented: the official 

poverty line is set too low, it is based on outdated estimates about cost of living and 

it does not account for differences across geography or complex family 

circumstances. Alternative measures such as the Self-Sufficiency Standard provide 

more holistic ways of measuring poverty (For more information, see Center for 

Women’s Welfare, http://www.selfsufficiencystandard.org/standard.html), which is 

why we also look at participation in food stamp programs. 
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Figure 11: Food Stamp Recipients by Race and Immigration, 2003-2013 

 
 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013)  
Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 

 

 

  New Asian Immigrants are not taking advantage of food stamp 

support to the same degree that Blacks and Latinos are, despite relatively high poverty 

levels. Why is this? New Black Immigrants are the only group that has decreased their use of 

food stamps over the last few years. What is happening here? 

 

0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

30.00%

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Asian Asian Immigrant

Black Black Immigrant

Latino New Asian Immigrant

New Black Immigrant White



22 BY THE NUMBERS: CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES FOR BLACK-ASIAN SOLIDARITY 

 

 
Whether people have work-supported pension plans makes a major difference in their 

quality of life in old age. Researchers have pointed out that close to 15 percent of the Asians 

over age 65 were living in poverty in 2010, compared to only 6.8 percent of the White elderly 

population and 18 percent of the Black elderly population. 16 

 

In 2011 74 percent of New Black Immigrants and New Asian Immigrants did not have work-

supported pension plans (see Figure 14).  In 2011 Black median retirement assets equaled 

$27,000, White median assets were at $71,000, Asian median assets totaled $64,000, 

while Latino median assets were at $32,000 (see Figure 15).17  

Figure 12: No Pension Plans at Work, 2010-2012 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Figure 13: Median Value of Employer-Sponsored or Market-Based Assets by Race (2011) 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Survey of Income and Program Participation (2011) 
 

 

Access to health insurance is an important indicator of economic stability, although access 

to insurance does not necessarily denote access to care or quality of care. The average 

percentage of Asian Americans uninsured between 2003 to 2013 was 16 percent, 6 

percent higher than White Americans and 3 percent lower than Black Americans. 36 percent 

of New Black Immigrants were uninsured in 2013 and 22 percent of New Asian Immigrants.  

 

The recession’s impact on health insurance was much less severe than in other areas and 
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Figure 14: Percent of Persons Lacking Health Coverage by Race and Immigration, 2003-

201318 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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The highest Asian wage and salary earners include Indians, Chinese, Japanese and Filipino 

Americans, groups representing 75 percent of all Asian Americans. In 2010-2012 the 

median wage for Indian-Americans was $55,000, while for Japanese-Americans and Filipino-

Americans median wages were $45,000 and $35,400, respectively. High-wage earners 

significantly contribute to the high average wages of aggregated Asians. 

 

Figure 15: Highest Wage Earning Asian Ethnicities, 2010-2012 (in 2014 dollars) 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 
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Whites earn.   
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Figure 16: Southeast Asian Median Wages, 2010-2012 (in 2014 dollars) 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (2010-2012) 
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Many Southeast Asians fled their home countries during and after the U.S.-led Vietnam 

war and the bombings of Cambodia. Many were brought directly to the United States 

as part of the anti-communist interventions and were provided with welfare support 

under the “Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act” of 1975.  This support 

has since been taken away and these communities are no longer considered refugees.  

 

Adding to this, Southeast Asians typically have darker skin tones than many of the 

higher wage earning Asians and are thought of in the public imaginary as part of the 

“underclass,” living in a “culture of poverty.” In America’s racial, social and economic 

structures built on White supremacy this is form of class-based racialization that links 

Southeast Asians living in the United States more closely with Black Americans. 
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t first glance, employment statistics tell a familiar story -- Blacks have the highest 

unemployment rate while Asians have the lowest, even lower than Whites.  But a 

more varied picture emerges after breaking down the data by immigration, and 

considering other factors such as long-term unemployment, “missing workers” who have 

dropped out of the labor force, and rates of unionization. 

 

Unemployment for all groups increased in 2009, peaked in 2010, and slowly decreased 

from 2011 onwards (see Figure 17A). During the past decade, between 2003 and 2013, 

Blacks consistently endured an unemployment rate two to three times higher than that 

affecting Asians. 

 

Figure 17A: Unemployment by Race, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 

 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

White 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 5% 6% 5% 5% 4%

Two or More Races 6% 6% 5% 5% 6% 7% 10% 10% 9% 10% 7%

Native American 8% 7% 8% 5% 8% 6% 7% 10% 8% 8% 10%

Latino 5% 5% 4% 4% 4% 5% 8% 9% 8% 7% 6%

Black 7% 7% 7% 7% 6% 6% 9% 11% 10% 10% 9%

Asian 4% 3% 3% 3% 2% 2% 4% 5% 5% 4% 3%
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. 

Figure 17B: Unemployment by Race and Immigration (Black & Asian), 2003-2013 

 

Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 
Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or 

less 

Between 2003 and 2013, there was not much difference in unemployment rates between 

the Asian populations surveyed – Asian, Asian immigrant, and new Asian immigrant (see 

Figure 17B).19 In contrast, the Black population showed greater variation in unemployment 

based on immigration: new Black immigrants have the highest unemployment rate, followed 

by Black, and Black immigrant (see figure 18).  

 

However, ethnic disaggregation of the Asian population reveals greater variety in the 

unemployment rate--while Japanese Americans have an unemployment rate of 4.6 percent, 

Filipinos have a rate of unemployment of 8.5 percent (see figure 19).20 These discrepancies 

echo differences with respect to income, culture and educational attainment and while the 

data sets are slightly different from the others we are looking at (from 2010, collected by a 

different source and analyzed by the Department of Labor) they offer an indication of the 

importance of taking a closer look at ethnic differences amongst Asian Americans to better 

understand work related trends.  
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Figure 18: Select Disaggregated Unemployment Data by Asian Ethnicity, 2010 

 
Source: Special tabulation from the 2010 Current Population Survey (CPS), Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

 

The model minority thesis thrives on cultural explanations about Asians and Blacks, 

contrasting hard-working Asians with supposedly lazy Blacks. Not only does evaluating 

communities in terms of employment overlook structural conditions such as barriers to jobs 

and immigration policies that favor White-collar Asian immigrants, it also misses the reality 

of “missing workers”21 that constitute a third of Asian and Black communities. These missing 

workers are individuals who have dropped out of the labor force – they are neither employed 

nor looking for work.22  

 

Currently in the U.S., the percentage of the population not in the labor force is at a 30-year 

high, with about 90 million people out of the labor force.23 Across all racial groups, about 

one in three in the U.S. are out of labor force (see Figure 19). 
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People drop out of the labor force for a variety of reasons. Many are “discouraged workers”24 

who have looked for a job for over a year and have stopped looking. Researchers also 

speculate that structural factors, such as aging and changes in the economy, contribute to 

the growing number of missing workers.25 For example, many missing workers are aging 

baby boomers who are retiring or have been unable to find work after being laid off.26 A 

growing percentage of working-age youth are also out of the labor force, squeezed out of 

low-wage jobs now occupied by adults who formerly worked blue-collar jobs that have 

disappeared in the new service-oriented economy.27 

 

Figure 19: Workers Not in Labor Force by Race, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Asian 35% 34% 34% 34% 33% 32% 33% 34% 34% 36% 35%

Black 32% 32% 32% 32% 32% 32% 33% 33% 34% 34% 34%

Latino 31% 31% 31% 31% 30% 30% 31% 31% 32% 32% 33%

Native American 35% 35% 35% 33% 35% 36% 39% 39% 38% 37% 39%

Two or More Races 32% 31% 31% 32% 32% 34% 32% 32% 35% 32% 36%

White 32% 32% 32% 32% 32% 32% 32% 33% 33% 34% 35%
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Immigration further complicates the picture of “missing workers.” New Asian immigrants left 

the labor force at the highest rate, consistently 40 percent or more (see Figure 20). In 

contrast, Black immigrants had the highest rate of labor force participation. 

 

Figure 20: Workers Not in Labor Force by Race and Immigration (Black & Asian), 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 
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Disaggregating Asians by ethnicity sheds light on differences in work experiences based on 

ethnicity: In 2010 40 percent of Koreans and 42 percent of Japanese were not in the labor 

force. With 35 percent and 37 percent, respectively, the Vietnamese and Chinese American 

communities also have high numbers not in the labor force (see figure 20).  

 

This complicates our look at different ethnic groups and reminds us about the importance of 

context—economic, political but also social and cultural. These differences cannot be 

explained by income levels or wealth – since high wage earners such as the Japanese and 

the Indians have such radical differences in labor market participation. These numbers 

might be explained by the number of aged individuals in these communities or by cultural 

norms as they relate to class and gender. Research confirms that these numbers are 

consistent across years (and even generations) and suggests that the cultural norms of 

certain ethnic groups (Koreans, for example) may discourage middle and upper class 

women from working outside of the home.28   

 

Figure 20: Workers Not in Labor Force by Ethnicity, 2010 

 

Source: Special tabulation from the 2010 Current Population Survey (CPS), Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Although the end of the Great Recession was officially declared in 2009, long-term 

unemployment persists. Asians and Blacks experience the highest long-term unemployment 

(51 or more weeks) of all racial groups (see Figure 21). Asians had the highest long-term 

unemployment rate of all races from 2011 to 2013. From 2011 to 2013, more than one in 

three unemployed Asians was unemployed for more than 51 weeks (there are 52 weeks in a 

year). Long-term unemployment is linked to workers becoming discouraged and dropping 

out of the labor force altogether, joining the ranks of “missing workers” that no longer 

actively seek work.29 

 

Figure 21: Long-Term Unemployment by Race, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

Immigrants are persons born outside of the U.S.  New immigrants are those in the U.S. for five years or less. 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Asian 12% 18% 21% 17% 19% 14% 13% 29% 34% 38% 36%

Black 17% 15% 17% 15% 15% 14% 20% 34% 30% 37% 32%

Latino 9% 11% 10% 10% 8% 7% 11% 25% 31% 27% 25%

Native American 8% 22% 8% 16% 20% 10% 11% 18% 28% 35% 25%

Two or More Races 13% 9% 13% 10% 13% 10% 19% 27% 36% 35% 20%

White 10% 12% 11% 9% 10% 10% 11% 26% 30% 29% 26%
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Employment in and of itself is no guarantee of survival and socioeconomic mobility. Labor 

unions provide a vehicle for workers to exercise power and collectively bargain for fair pay, 

benefits, and security. States with higher rates of unionization (also called union density) 

have lower rates of working poverty.30  However, membership in unions declined across all 

racial groups over the past decade.   

 

Blacks had the highest rates of unionization of all groups, with foreign-born Blacks at nearly 

19 percent unionized, and Blacks overall at over 13 percent unionization (see Figures 22 

and 23). Black union density is higher than Asian and White union density, 11 percent and 

12 percent, respectively. New Asian immigrants have by far the lowest rate of unionization at 

3 percent. The higher rate of Black union membership can be explained in part by the 

relatively large number of Black workers in public sector jobs,31 which in 2013 were more 

than five times likely to be unionized than private sector jobs.32 However, Blacks also 

suffered the biggest loss in membership over the decade, dropping from 20 percent in 2003 

to 13 percent by 2013. 

 
Figure 22: Union Membership by Race, 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

White 14% 14% 14% 14% 13% 14% 14% 14% 13% 13% 13%

Two or More Races 18% 13% 12% 14% 12% 8% 15% 14% 13% 10% 14%

Native American 8% 10% 19% 16% 15% 19% 17% 13% 8% 13% 11%

Latino 12% 10% 11% 14% 12% 11% 11% 11% 9% 13% 11%

Black 20% 18% 17% 17% 15% 15% 16% 12% 13% 17% 15%

Asian 12% 12% 11% 10% 11% 9% 13% 10% 10% 11% 13%
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Figure 23: Union Membership by Race and Immigration (Black & Asian), 2003-2013 

 
Source: Solidarity Research Center analysis of Current Population Survey (2003-2013) 

 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Black 20% 18% 17% 17% 15% 15% 16% 12% 13% 17% 15%

Black Immigrant 27% 15% 13% 15% 12% 19% 23% 15% 17% 24% 19%

New Black Immigrant 10% 1% 0% 15% 6% 6% 12% 9% 9% 12% 5%

Asian 12% 12% 11% 10% 11% 9% 13% 10% 10% 11% 13%

Asian Immigrant 11% 11% 11% 9% 10% 9% 14% 9% 9% 10% 12%

New Asian Immigrant 5% 9% 8% 4% 5% 4% 8% 2% 4% 3% 6%
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WHAT ARE OUR KEY ARGUMENTS TO RESPOND TO THE FOLLOWING CHALLENGES? 

HOW DO WE CREATE AN ECHO CHAMBER AROUND OUR KEY ARGUMENTS? 

CHALLENGE: At the aggregate level, wealth data is easily exploited to reinforce the model 

minority myth and anti-Blackness. Asians can be cited as a living example of how the nation 

has moved beyond race. The data does not explain the reasons for this aggregate Asian 

prosperity, leaving huge openings to draw flawed conclusions. The dominant racial narrative 

claims that the Asian success is due to cultural characteristics like familial respect and 

reverence for education as a pathway to economic mobility -- traits that Blacks are seen to 

lack.  
 

CHALLENGE: Before the onset of the downturn in 2005, the median value of Asian household 

wealth was $184,839. This was greater than the median value of White household wealth 

that same year. Likewise, per capita income data shows that both Asians overall as well as 

Asian immigrants earn more per capita than Whites. Such data can be exploited not only to 

reinforce anti-Black racism, but also to drum up anti-Asian resentment, giving credence to 

the “Asians are out-whiting the Whites” meme.  

 

ARE THESE OPPORTUNITIES THAT WE CAN USE? IF SO, HOW? 

Similar percentages of Blacks, Asians, and Latinos own between $5,000 and $49,999 in 

wealth. Are there messages can we agree upon that could build unity among working class 

Asians, Blacks, and Latinos? Asian, Black, and Latino household wealth all fell by about 50 

percent after the Great Recession. In comparison, White families lost a little over a quarter of 

their assets. While the median value of wealth for Asian households remained 

exponentially higher than that of Blacks and Latinos, is there a message here about the 

vulnerability of non-Whiteness, and specifically the hyper-vulnerability of Blackness? 

How can we explain the relatively high rates of poverty among Blacks, Latinos, and new 

Asian immigrants (20-32 percent)? These same groups share relatively low wages in 

comparison to Asians aggregately and Whites, and also experienced relatively large declines 

in median income. Is there an opportunity for shared messages and demands among these 

groups? 
 
 

SHOULD WE PURSUE THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS? 

 Why are Asian immigrants and Native Americans the two groups that increased their 

rates of homeownership between 2003 and 2013? One possible explanation for 

Native Americans may be targeted policy.  

 It may be useful to look at rates of homeownership by race and geographic location, to 

view disparities and similarities across groups in different housing markets. Housing 

experts may have additional insights into the explanatory factors. 

 Why do Black immigrants have higher median wages than Blacks overall? What about 

the difference between New Asian immigrants and New Black immigrants? Are these 

groups concentrated in particular labor sectors? 

 Do Blacks and Southeast Asians share similar outcomes across a range of economic 

indicators (e.g., wealth, income, homeownership)? Do they share similar outcomes in 

other areas like policing and criminalization? 
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Solidarity Research Center is a worker-owned collective that realizes a better world 

through deep inquiry, frameshift, and creative intervention.  We love research + 

storytelling + direct action and, together, we have over three decades of experience in 

strategy + implementation.  We are inspired by and based in Southland – Los Angeles, 

California and Atlanta, Georgia -- place of polycentric sprawl and shifting 

demographics. 

 

The project team for Black-Asian Solidarity Data include Kate Diedrick, Yvonne Yen Liu, 

and Jennie Yim. 

 

 holds a BA in English and American Studies from Grinnell College 

and is currently finishing up an MA in the Public Humanities at Brown University. Her 

work focuses on designing, evaluating and encouraging art, history and literature 

projects that serve economic justice organizing campaigns and facilitate community-

led empowerment. Kate has professional experience as a researcher, labor organizer 

and ESL teacher.  

 

 is based in Los Angeles, California, where the sun smiles on her 

every day. Although a native of NYC, she and the city have broken up and went their 

separate ways. She is a practitioner of research justice with over a decade of being a 

nerd for racial and social justice organizations.  She has a BA in cultural anthropology 

from Columbia University and a MA degree in sociology from the CUNY Graduate 

Center, where she pursued a PhD. 

 

 grew up in Philadelphia, went to art school in NYC, and then settled 

snugly into the SF Bay Area.  She’s a new arrival to Los Angeles.  She’s an illustrator, 

concept, and storyboard artist. 
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