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Latinx Population Hit Hard in the COVID-19 Recession: Mounting 

Hardships and One Big Idea for an Inclusive Recovery  

 
Trevor Mattos, Boston Indicators 

Bansari Kamdar, The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy 

Phillip Granberry, The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy 

Fabian Torres-Ardila, The Mauricio Gastón Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy 

 

This article will appear in a forthcoming issue of the MassBenchmarks Journal, a publication of the 

University of Massachusetts in cooperation with the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston. 

 

Back before the COVID-19 crisis hit and the economy was relatively strong in the aggregate, 

Massachusetts’ Latinx population—a diverse and growing community that makes valuable 

economic and cultural contributions—had the lowest incomes and lowest homeownership rate 

among racial/ethnic groups in Massachusetts.1 Latinx working-age adults tended to have lower 

levels of educational attainment and were more likely to have limited English language 

proficiency. These, in part, contributed to higher levels of unemployment and food insecurity 

before the pandemic.i Then the COVID crisis hit in March of 2020, serving to compound many of 

these pre-existing challenges, as Latinx workers were more likely to work in restaurant and 

hospitality jobs that faced severe layoffs and greater exposure to the virus. To make matters 

worse, cities with large Latinx populations also experienced higher rates of COVID-19 

transmission.ii 

 

While both state and federal lawmakers took wide-ranging action to aid struggling families early 

in the pandemic, policy interventions did not offer a panacea. Latinx families with undocumented 

workers, for example, were most likely to be ineligible for government supports. In what follows, 

we explore the disproportionate social and economic impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the 

Latinx population and model one specific policy approach to help foster a more equitable 

economic recovery—a guaranteed income for Massachusetts. As many struggle to buy 

groceries, pay rent, or afford other necessities, there is no perfect policy solution. But one 

promising strategy to bolster economic security in tough times is to give families direct cash 

assistance. This approach is well suited to the COVID crisis, where other social supports 

haven’t been enough, and to meeting the needs of the Latinx population, which has been hit 

especially hard. Cash assistance also treats recipients with dignity and offers flexibility by 

empowering them to choose for themselves how to allocate their resources.  

 

 

 
1 For the purposes of this analysis, we include only the four largest racial/ethnic groups in Massachusetts: 
Asian, Black, Latinx, and White. 

https://www.bostonindicators.org/reports/report-website-pages/covid_indicators-x2/2020/august/equity-brief
https://www.bostonindicators.org/reports/report-website-pages/covid_indicators-x2/2020/august/equity-brief


The Social and Economic Impact of the Pandemic on the Latinx Population of 

Massachusetts 

 
 
While unemployment jumped for all racial and ethnic groups during the pandemic, it 

increased most among Latinx workers. Massachusetts had record low unemployment at the 

start of 2020, but the virus spread quickly, leading Governor Charlie Baker to declare a state of 

emergency on March 10, 2020. Restrictions on businesses that were critical to slow the spread 

of the virus led to many layoffs and an overall unemployment rate of 17.7 percent in June—at 

the time, the highest in the country. For Latinx workers, many of whom work in hospitality and 

food services jobs vulnerable to the new restrictions on businesses, the unemployment rate 

spiked to 29.9 percent.2  

 
 

In response to high rates of unemployment, the U.S. Congress took measures to provide aid to 
struggling households. Government assistance was initially robust but lapsed for several 
months, and it did not reach everyone in need. Provisions in the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security Act enacted in March 2020 extended unemployment benefits, expanded 
eligibility and increased weekly payouts significantly.iii However, the Federal Pandemic 
Unemployment Compensation  program, which added an extra $600 to weekly payments, 
expired in July 2020. Later supplements to unemployment assistance took time to come and 

 
2 For a detailed methodology, consult the Economic Policy Institute series: State unemployment by race 
and ethnicity: https://www.epi.org/indicators/state-unemployment-race-ethnicity/.  

https://www.epi.org/indicators/state-unemployment-race-ethnicity/


were less generous. What’s more, undocumented workers, including those who pay taxes with 
an Individual Taxpayer Identification Number, were ineligible to receive any assistance. With the 
majority of Massachusetts’ estimated 215,000 undocumented immigrants being of Latin 
American or Caribbean origins, Latinx workers were most likely to have lost jobs and not 
qualified for any form of government relief.iv   
 
 
The pandemic posed challenges for everyone’s mental health, especially those in Latinx 

communities in the aftermath of the first rise in COVID-19 cases. Before the pandemic, 

members of Massachusetts’ Latinx population were less likely to report their mental health 

struggles than White respondents, according to findings from the Behavioral Risk Factor 

Surveillance System.v But the virus and the economic crisis multiplied the share of the entire 

population coping with depression and anxiety and disproportionately impacted Latinx 

communities.3 

 

In the face of increased need for mental health services, the state government, at times in 

conjunction with the federal government, took important steps to boost capacity and access to 

services.vi These actions increased telehealth services’ availability by providing temporary 

 
3 Self-reporting mental health challenges, which forms the basis of survey findings, may 
be affected by stigma or other factors. Cultural attributes of the Latinx population may 
lead to underreporting of mental health symptoms, according to the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness: https://www.nami.org/Your-Journey/Identity-and-Cultural-
Dimensions/Latinx-Hispanic.  

https://www.nami.org/Your-Journey/Identity-and-Cultural-Dimensions/Latinx-Hispanic
https://www.nami.org/Your-Journey/Identity-and-Cultural-Dimensions/Latinx-Hispanic


emergency licenses to out-of-state clinicians and mandating commercial insurers to cover 

telehealth services. The state also instituted changes to prevent the termination of Medicaid 

coverage during the national emergency.  

 
 
Food insecurity doubled overall in Massachusetts during the pandemic, with Latinx and 
Black households having struggled the most. Even before the pandemic, nearly one in four 
Latinx households displayed low or very low food security—three times the state average and 
more than double the rate of other racial groups.4 With the onset of the pandemic, all 
racial/ethnic groups experienced sharp upticks in food insecurity, but rates for White and Asian 
households were roughly half those of Black and Latinx households. 
 

 
 
In response to the rapid rise in food insecurity following the first COVID-19 surge in early 2020, 
the government implemented new policies that helped some but did not reach everyone. Among 
the new policies were Pandemic Electronic Benefit Transfer (P-EBT) and increased flexibility in 
SNAP (and higher SNAP benefits for most, but not all),5 WIC, and school nutrition programs. 

 
4 Food insecurity estimates are calculated using a method developed by researchers at the Institute for 

Policy Research at Northwestern University and should be interpreted with caution. For methodology 

details see this report: https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/documents/reports/ipr-rapid-research-reports-

pulse-hh-data-1-june-2020.pdf  
5 The lowest income families that were eligible for maximum SNAP benefits did not receive an increase, 

due the way USDA interpreted the legislation. In January 2021, the Biden Administration asked USDA to 

https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/documents/reports/ipr-rapid-research-reports-pulse-hh-data-1-june-2020.pdf
https://www.ipr.northwestern.edu/documents/reports/ipr-rapid-research-reports-pulse-hh-data-1-june-2020.pdf


Massachusetts was one of the first states to launch a P-EBT program, a federal program that 
reduces food hardship among low-income families with children by providing a voucher to 
compensate for school meals missed during remote learning. But some Latinx households—
especially mixed status and immigrant households—may have endured higher rates of food 
insecurity as a result of being ineligible (an estimated 132,000 undocumented immigrants in 
Massachusetts from Latin America or the Caribbeanvii are ineligible for government assistance) 
or hesitant to access SNAP or other supports due to the potential risk to their immigration 
status.6  
 
 
Housing instability increased most for Latinx and Black households after COVID first 
spiked in Massachusetts, and eviction filings increased as protections and income 
supports began to phase out. Before the pandemic, almost one in three Latinx households 
was paying more than 30 percent of their income on housing, a common threshold for being 
considered “housing cost burdened.” Alongside Black households, the Latinx population had the 
highest housing cost burden in Massachusetts preceding the crisis. Then, the subsequent jobs 
and income losses caused by the pandemic made it much more difficult for many families to pay 
for housing. During the early months of the pandemic, Latinx and Black households were 
roughly two times more likely than White or Asian households to have missed the previous 
month’s rent or mortgage payment.  
 

 
 
With the risk of an eviction crisis on the horizon, the Massachusetts state legislature created 
special protections for households struggling to pay for housing, but they expired too soon. 
Relatively early in the pandemic, the state enacted one of the most comprehensive eviction 
bans; alongside pausing all eviction-related court proceedings, the state stopped late fees, and 
negative credit reporting. When the moratorium expired in October 2020, the Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC) instituted a national eviction moratorium until December 31, 2020. 
However, an important difference in the policies is that the CDC rule allowed landlords to initiate 

 
consider issuing new guidance so states could provide an increase in SNAP assistance for the lowest 
income recipients.  
6  An aversion to access public assistance, even for those who qualify, could be due to attempts by the 
Trump administration to expand the “public charge rule”—an assessment of whether immigrants seeking 
permanent residency should be disqualified due to their reliance on public assistance.  



eviction filings (but just not actually evict tenants until 2021). Preliminary evidence revealed that 
shortly after the expiration of state protections, eviction filings began to increase.viii 
 

 
While there’s no assessment data to date on the direct academic impacts of the 
pandemic, surveys of families with school-aged children showed some troubling 
trends.ix,x Taken together they suggest real concern about the quality of academic and socio-
emotional supports that many students received in 2020, especially since so many 
Massachusetts students are attending school either fully or partially online. Here are some key 
takeaways from the surveys7: 
 

● As of October 2020, low-income Latinx and Black students were more likely to attend 
schools that were engaged in only remote learning (80 percent and 73 percent, 
respectively). By contrast, just 49 percent of low-income White students (and 36 percent 
of higher-income White students) were attending remote-only schools. It’s unclear how 
much this is driven by district plans to remain remote or parent choices to turn down in-
person options out of concern around spread of the virus. Either way, this means Latinx 
students in Massachusetts were more likely to be learning in more challenging remote 
situations. 

● Among low- and moderate-income families, Asian, Black, and Latinx students were more 
likely to lack access to a computer or other essential tools for online learning, when 
compared to White students (as of June 2020). While 33 percent of Asian students, 26 
percent of Black students, and 25 percent of Latinx students lacked access to learning 
technologies, this figure was just 18 percent for White students. 

● Students from households where English was not spoken were most likely to not 
participate regularly in online classrooms (27%) or receive regular personalized 
feedback from teachers (39%) in June 2020. Latinx children are overrepresented in 
households where English is not spoken. 

● One in five English Language Learner  students—who are disproportionately Latinx—
were not receiving ELL services as of June 2020. At the start of the 2020-21 school 
year, however, the share of those students not receiving services fell to 6 percent. 

● Although access to computers generally improved for students by the start of the 2020-
21 school year, reliable internet access fell for students of color while remaining stable 
for White students.  

 

 

One Big Policy Idea – A Guaranteed Income for Massachusetts8 

 
7 Survey data for June 2020 were collected from 6/4/20 to 6/19/20 and represent a sample of 1,502 

parents of school-aged children in Massachusetts. Data for October 2020 were collected from 10/16/20 to 

11/1/20 and represent a sample of 1,549 parents of school-aged children in Massachusetts. The 

sampling methodology included oversamples of Black, Latino, and Asian parents. The MassInc Poll 

Group conducted both surveys.  
8 The authors are grateful for the additional tax modeling and analysis provided by Aidan Davis and 

colleagues at the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy for this research article. Modeling relies on 

the institute’s Microsimulation Tax Model and a method developed by the Tax Policy Center to crosswalk 

between American Community Survey individual and household data and tax data. Under this 

methodology, where relevant, the institute matches demographically similar records and assigns 

dependents to adults based on several criteria related to age, income, and education status. Resulting 



 

Even though Congress passed important legislation to aid in the recovery, the depth of the 

economic fallout from the pandemic makes it likely that the effects of the crisis will outlast 

federal interventions, especially in less advantaged communities. As this would only serve to 

deepen the economic inequality that predated COVID-19, we in Massachusetts ought to 

consider ambitious policy strategies that can make a difference for struggling families. Here we 

focus on one specific policy idea that would simultaneously help Massachusetts residents 

weather the current economic downturn and have greater economic security in the years ahead: 

A Guaranteed Income for Massachusetts.xi It would be available to all low- and moderate-

income families, but because Latinx families are more likely to be lower-income, a policy like 

this would direct a proportionately larger share of resources to them. The principle behind a 

guaranteed income is that in higher-income places like Massachusetts, we should at least be 

able to ensure that everyone can attain a basic standard of living. One of the best ways to do so 

is through direct cash assistance because it is flexible and allows families to choose for 

themselves how best to allocate their resources. Versions of this idea have emerged in various 

forms across the country, including Chelsea, Massachusetts, which introduced an ambitious 

new program in November 2020.xii Implementing a guaranteed income program on a larger 

scale could do a lot to help drive an inclusive recovery from the current crisis and recalibrate our 

economy going forward.  

 

One approach to building a guaranteed income program in Massachusetts is to enhance the 

state’s Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) so that it covers more families and delivers larger cash 

benefits. The current EITC is a refundable tax credit given to low- and moderate-income working 

families, and it is recognized as an effective anti-poverty program. Even still, its current structure 

is modest and leaves many families out. The state’s credit complements the federal credit, 

currently matching 30 percent of the federal credit.9 The EITC’s structure (represented by the 

graph below) works to increase benefit levels along with household income up to a maximum 

credit range, which then phases back down as households approach around $50,000 in annual 

income, depending on household size. So households with no income receive no EITC; those 

with very low incomes receive next to nothing; and households with moderate incomes also 

receive very little. By implementing a suite of five reforms to the state EITC, we could make it so 

that every family earning up to $70,000 receives a minimum of $1,200 per year, and often much 

more. Support for this approach seems to be growing, as evidenced by a new EITC overhaul bill 

State Senator Jamie Eldridge filed in January 2021, which mirrors many of the provisions we 

outline below.xiii 

 

Here are five reforms that if implemented together would help move the state EITC toward 

creating a minimum guaranteed income for Massachusetts: 

 
estimates of tax units’ racial and ethnic composition are validated by checking against published census 

data on households and persons, as well as demographic data published by states.  

  
9 Earlier versions matched a lower percentage of the federal credit, but thanks to advocacy work 
by groups like the Healthy Families EITC Coalition, the match rate increased in 2015 and in 
2018. 



 

1. Increase the state match rate from 30 to 50 percent of the federal credit. Increasing 

the match rate would help recipients across the income spectrum. Take, for example, a 

two-parent household with two children. Under the current arrangement this household 

could receive a maximum state EITC of $1,776. Increasing the state match rate to 50 

percent would boost this family’s benefit by more than $1,000, up to $2,960 annually. 

 

2. Establish a minimum $1,200 credit for extremely low-income households and 

those with no taxable income at all. A minimum $1,200 credit—the core provision 

needed to transform the EITC into a guaranteed income—would affirm the idea that 

everyone deserves a basic level of support, no matter what their work status is. At the 

same time, households with taxable income between $7,000 and $15,000 may benefit 

further (and gain a larger credit) by working more and increasing their earned income. In 

this way the reformed EITC would create an income floor but also retain some of the 

original structure of the credit to encourage work. 

 

3. Extend the EITC to currently ineligible middle-income families. Currently the credit 

phases out for families earning around $50,000, which is a pretty low cut-off given our 

state’s high cost of living. Moving the phase-out of the credit to include some middle-

income families would help deliver some support to families that currently live paycheck 

to paycheck. 

 

4. Expand to previously excluded groups of people. Many people are currently 

excluded from the EITC altogether but would benefit from cash assistance. Immigrants 

who pay taxes with a taxpayer identification number could benefit a great deal from the 

EITC, especially since they did not qualify to receive any federal aid (e.g., expanded 

unemployment insurance) amid the crisis, despite paying taxes. Unpaid caregivers are 

another such group that makes essential contributions by caring for children or older 

adults in their homes, and enabling other family members to work. The pandemic has 

reinforced how much we rely on the valuable work of caregivers, but they do not qualify 

for the current credit. Low-income college students, a group that often struggles to pay 

for food or rent, would also benefit from cash assistance through an expanded EITC. 

Two other notable groups would also gain from expansions in eligibility under our 

proposal: younger (<25) and older adults (65+) without children. Younger and older 

adults without children do not receive any assistance from the EITC; this expansion 

would provide them with the minimum credit of $1,200 annually.  

 

5. Improve access to the EITC through free tax preparation services and more 

frequent payments. The final reform would improve access to the credit in two ways. 

First, more frequent payments (monthly or quarterly) would help households integrate 

EITC payments into their budgeting and afford recurring expenses. Second, expanding 

access to Volunteer Income Tax Assistance sites would ensure that more low-income 

households receive the credit (currently about 20 percent of eligible households do not 

claim it) and protect them from for-profit tax preparers’ often exorbitant fees to claim the 



credit. Taken altogether, the reforms detailed here significantly expand access and the 

level of cash assistance offered via the Massachusetts EITC.  

 

 
 

The overhauled EITC would create a minimum guaranteed income and increase economic 

security across Massachusetts. It would double the number of  recipients and double the 

average dollar amount distributed to recipients. Low-income households would receive more 

than half of all cash assistance directed through the credit and a plurality of recipients would be 

people of color. Note that while taking these key steps to reform the state EITC would provide 

critical, regular cash support to many, it still only goes part way to providing a truly guaranteed 

minimum standard of living for all. A transformation of that scale would likely require federal 

leadership, but these local reforms could inspire nationwide uptake of the idea, and get 

Massachusetts out in front of the problem.  



 
 

 

The reformed credit would be well targeted to benefit Latinx and Black households in particular 

since they tend to have lower incomes than other racial groups in Massachusetts. For example, 

the Latinx share of the state population is 12 percent, but this group would make up 20 percent 

of recipients. By contrast, 71 percent of Massachusetts residents identify as non-Latinx White, 

but they tend to have higher incomes and so a relatively smaller share would benefit from the 

reformed EITC.  



 
 

Of course, the reforms would require additional state revenues—about $1 billion more per year. 

How we raise the revenue to fund the expanded EITC could either reinforce our objective of 

greater economic and racial equity or work against it. This is because state and local taxes in 

Massachusetts currently place a greater tax burden on lower-income individuals and 

households. It is crucial to fund EITC expansions by raising progressive revenues to avoid 

reinforcing the existing regressive tax structure. 

 

Three primary avenues ensure that new revenues are raised from those with the greatest 

means: 1) personal income taxes, 2) wealth taxes, 3) corporate taxes. While raising the $1 

billion needed to fund expansions to the state EITC seems like a tall order, it is important to 

keep it in perspective. The state currently affords corporations more than $1 billion each year in 

special business tax breaks (e.g., tax breaks for mutual funds). The question is not whether we 

have the resources to create more economic security for lower-income families in 

Massachusetts; it is whether we have the political will and resolve to do so. With the complex 

social and economic impacts of the COVID-19 crisis, a guaranteed income for Massachusetts 

could be an important part of an inclusive recovery strategy and a rebalancing of the economy 

in the years to come.  
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