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Executive Summary 

The problem of joblessness for Black men is on average three times worse than what is 

generally assumed. We typically assess joblessness based on the unemployment rate, but 

prime-age (ages 25 to 54) Black men’s employment-to-population ratio (EPOP) lags the 

EPOPs of prime-age white, Latinx, and Asian men by over ten percentage points. Among 

prime-age men, Black men’s EPOP is an outlier.  

The white-Black EPOP jobs gap is about three times the unemployment rate jobs gap during 

a period of moderately high unemployment. When we use the unemployment rate to 

understand joblessness for Black men, we grossly underestimate the problem, the harm it 

causes to Black communities, and the need for bold policy interventions. If we could close the 

white-Black EPOP jobs gap, we could add about $30 billion annually to Black communities 

and make a significant reduction in Black poverty. 

This report calculates the white-Black unemployment rate and EPOP jobs gaps during periods 

of “low,” “moderate,” and “high” Black unemployment. Using 2014 as the year for 

“moderate” unemployment, the analysis finds that for Black men to have a similar EPOP to 

white, Latinx, and Asian men would have required 947,000 jobs, 2.8 times the number to 

close the unemployment rate gap. 

A problem with the official labor market statistics is that they do not include the Black men 

who are incarcerated or allow us to evaluate the economic impact of the higher mortality rate 

of Black men. Prime-age Black men who are incarcerated or deceased still have children, 

family members, and partners who, under different circumstances, could benefit from their 

financial support. When one takes into account the incarceration and mortality rates of Black 

men, the EPOP jobs gap jumps to four times the unemployment rate jobs gap, and the income 

deficit approaches $50 billion a year.  

Addressing the prime-age men’s white-Black EPOP jobs gap is one important step in building 

up the economic health of Black communities. Among the other steps are reducing the high 

incarceration and mortality rates of Black men. 
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In an average year, the jobs crisis for Black men is about three times worse than what is 

generally assumed. Prime-age (ages 25 to 54) white, Latinx, and Asian men all have about 

the same rate of employment relative to their populations. Prime-age Black men’s rate of 

employment lags these other groups of men by over ten percentage points. This employment 

deficit, based on the employment-to-population ratio, translates to a jobs gap three times 

the size of the jobs gap based on the unemployment rate, the measure that receives the most 

popular attention. Because we typically assess joblessness among Black men based on the 

unemployment rate, we grossly underestimate the problem of joblessness for Black men, the 

harm it causes to Black communities, and the need for bold policy interventions.  

This report shows that the jobs gap for prime-age Black men is typically around 900,000 

jobs when we think it is around 300,000. It also shows that even the 900,000 jobs figure can 

be argued to be a significant underestimate of the problem. If we could eliminate this jobs 

gap for Black men, we could add about $30 billion annually to Black communities and make a 

significant reduction in Black poverty. 

All groups experiencing high unemployment and labor market discrimination (e.g., Black 

women, Latinx men, Latinx women, etc.) deserve attention from policymakers. As this report 

shows, there are issues specific to the labor market situation of Black men that are not 

usually addressed when Black men are included as part of a larger group. It is beneficial to 

examine and acknowledge the similarities Black men share with other groups as well as the 

differences. This report takes a close look at how prime-age Black men differ from other 

groups without attempting to downplay the importance of other types of analyses.  
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Selecting Years of “Low,” “Moderate,” and “High” 

Black Unemployment  

We will be comparing the number of jobs needed for prime-age Black men to have the same 

unemployment rate and the same employment-to-population ratio as prime-age white men. 

We will look at these jobs gaps during years when the overall Black unemployment rate is 

“low,” “moderate,” and “high.” These adjectives are in quotation marks because the Black 

unemployment rate is never truly low. 

Figure 1 
The Black unemployment rate is always above the white median; it is never truly low. 
Annual Average Black Unemployment Rate and White Median Annual Average Unemployment Rate, 
Percent, 1972—2020 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure 1 shows the overall annual average Black unemployment rate from 1972, when the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ series for Black unemployment begins, to 2020. The Black 

unemployment rate reached its lowest point on record in 2019. While that unemployment 

rate (6.1 percent) was the lowest on record for Black people, it was still above the median 

white unemployment rate (5.2 percent) for that time period. An unemployment rate above 

the white median is not a low unemployment rate.  

One goal in selecting representative years is that it be as close to the current year as possible. 

The more recent years are more relevant to the current state of the US economy. For the 

calculations below, the year 2019 will represent the period of “low” unemployment. We 

should note that 2019 represents a period of unusually “low” Black unemployment. This rate 

is lower than the prior “lows” for Black people. But we can hope that this rate of “low” 

unemployment will not be rare going forward. 

“Moderate” unemployment is represented by the year 2014. The Black unemployment rate in 

2014 (11.3 percent) is very close to the median Black unemployment rate from 1972 to 2020 

(11.4 percent). The year 2013, with a 13.1 percent Black unemployment rate, is too high above 

the median, and the year 2015, with a 9.6 percent unemployment rate, is too low. The 11.4 

percent rate of 1990 does not meet the goal of being relatively recent. The year 2020 was not 

selected because the unemployment dynamics during the COVID-19 pandemic is atypical. 

“High” Black unemployment is represented by the year 2010 when the Black unemployment 

rate reached 16 percent. This is the most recent Black unemployment rate peak, but it is not 

the highest Black unemployment rate on record. 

Black people never experience low unemployment. It would be more accurate to say that they 

experience periods of high (referred to in this report as “low”), very high (“moderate”), and 

extremely high (“high”) unemployment. The persistence of high unemployment for Black 

people should command more attention and policy intervention than it currently does. As bad 

as the picture for Black joblessness is when looking at the unemployment rate, it is worse 

when looking at the employment-to-population ratio for Black men.  
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The Unemployment Rate and Employment-to-

Population Ratio for Prime-Age Black Men 

The unemployment rate varies by age group. Because age distributions differ by race, it is 

helpful to compare groups within the same age range. The prime-age range of 25 to 54 years 

old is important because it is an age range when people are more likely to be working. It is 

also important because it encompasses most of the ages when individuals are likely to be 

raising young children, if they have children. Thus, joblessness for prime-age workers can 

lead to children experiencing poverty and can have negative repercussions for the next 

generation. 

For the past two decades, prime-age Black men have had the highest unemployment rate by 

race and gender for the prime-age major groups. Figure 2 shows the average of the annual 

prime-age unemployment rates by gender, race, and Latinx ethnicity from 2000 to 2020. 

Latinx men, Latinx women, and Black women have had unemployment rates significantly 

above the white rates. Black men have had a higher average than all of these other groups.  
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Figure 2 
Black men have had the highest unemployment rate for the past 20 years. 
Average of Annual Prime-Age Unemployment Rates, Percent, by Gender, Race, and Latinx Ethnicity, 
2000—2020 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

 

While the Black male unemployment rate has been consistently the highest, it is important to 

note that the rate fluctuates with the business cycle (Figure 3). Because of this fluctuation, 

the gap between the prime-age white and Black unemployment rate ranged from a low of 2.7 

percentage points in 2019 to a high of 8.7 percentage points in 2011. Tighter labor markets 

are beneficial for reducing Black joblessness, but they have failed to eliminate joblessness 

gaps.1  

Comparing the graph of prime-age men’s unemployment rates (Figure 3) to the 

employment-to-population ratios (EPOPs) (Figure 4), one sees important differences. While 

each racial or ethnic group has a different and largely separate unemployment rate trend line, 

 
1 See Baker and Bernstein 2013; Bivens 2021.  
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white, Latinx, and Asian men all have very similar and sometimes overlapping EPOP trend 

lines. Black men stand out with an EPOP trend line that is much lower than those of the other 

men.  

Figure 3 
During recessions and recoveries, Black men’s unemployment rate is higher than white, 
Latinx, and Asian men. 
Prime-Age Men's Annual Average Unemployment Rates, Percent, by Race and Latinx Ethnicity, 2000—
2020 

 

Source and Notes: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure 4 
Black men are the outlier with a rate of employment averaging over 10 percentage points 
behind other men. 
Prime-Age Men's Annual Average EPOP Ratio, Percent, by Race and Latinx Ethnicity, 2000—2020 

 

Source and Notes: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. The Asian data in this 
Bureau of Labor Statistics series begins in 2010. 

 

There are also important differences in the dynamics of the men’s white-Black gap in the 

unemployment rate versus the white-Black gap in the EPOP. The unemployment rate gap 

averages 4.8 percentage points from 2000 to 2020. The EPOP gap averages 12.1 percentage 

points. There is also more relative variation in the size of the unemployment rate gap. The 

size of the unemployment rate gap triples from its smallest point (2.7 percentage points) to 

its largest point (8.7 percentage points). The smallest EPOP gap is 9.6 percentage points in 

2018 and 2019, and the largest is 15.5 percentage points in 2011. Thus, the EPOP gap only 

increases about 60 percent from its smallest point to its largest. The white-Black EPOP gap 

for prime-age men is relatively large and relatively unchanging over the business cycle. 
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We can also note the differences in the prime-age EPOP for Black men compared with Black 

women (Figure 5). While prime-age Black women’s EPOP falls more than prime-age white 

women’s when the labor market is slack, when it is tight, Black women’s EPOP becomes very 

similar and sometimes overlaps with white women’s. Among women, the group that is most 

similar to Black men is Latinx women. Although the EPOP gap for white and Latinx women is 

not quite as large as that for white and Black men, they are both relatively large and relatively 

stable in size from 2000 to 2020. Asian women’s EPOP gap with white women also has a 

similar pattern to Latinx women and to the white-Black gap for men but with a smaller size 

gap. Thus, the EPOP story for prime-age Black men and Black women are quite different.  

Figure 5 
In tight labor markets, Black women’s rate of employment equals white women’s. 
Prime-Age Women's Annual Average EPOP Ratio, Percent, by Race and Latinx Ethnicity, 2000—2020 

 

Source and Notes: Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. The Asian data in this 
Bureau of Labor Statistics series begins in 2010. 
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Calculating the White-Black Unemployment Rate and 

Employment-to-Population Ratio Jobs Gaps 

The percentage point difference in the EPOPs for prime-age white and Black men is 

consistently larger than the difference in the unemployment rate. What does this mean for 

estimates of joblessness for Black men? The civilian noninstitutionalized population, which is 

at the base of the Black EPOP, is larger than the Black labor force, which is the base for the 

unemployment rate. In other words, the denominator in the calculation of the EPOP is larger 

than the denominator in the calculation of the unemployment rate. This means that one 

percentage point in the EPOP represents more Black men than one percentage point in the 

unemployment rate. Thus, if the men’s white-Black unemployment rate gap were equal to 

the EPOP gap, the estimate of joblessness would still be larger for the EPOP gap. However, 

the EPOP gap is also larger in percentage points. The EPOP gap, therefore, must be 

significantly larger than the unemployment rate gap.  

How much larger? Figures 6 and 7 show that the prime-age men’s white-Black EPOP jobs 

gap can be about four times the gap measured by the unemployment rate during periods of 

“low” Black unemployment. During the historically “low” unemployment rate period of 2019, 

the prime-age men’s white-Black unemployment rate jobs gap was 179,000 jobs. For Black 

men to be employed at a rate similar to white, Latinx, and Asian men would have required 

Black men to gain 770,000 jobs or 4.3 times as many as with the white-Black unemployment 

rate jobs gap. 

The prime-age men’s white-Black EPOP jobs gap is about three times the unemployment 

rate gap during periods of “moderate” unemployment. In 2014, closing the unemployment 

rate gap would have required Black men to gain 341,000 jobs. For Black men to have a similar 

EPOP to white, Latinx, and Asian men would have required 947,000 jobs, 2.8 times the 

number to close the unemployment rate gap.  

The EPOP jobs gap is about twice the unemployment rate gap during periods of “high” 

unemployment. In 2010, the unemployment rate jobs gap was 461,000 jobs. The EPOP jobs 

gap was 1,005,000 or 2.2 times the number required to close the unemployment rate gap. 
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The unemployment rate therefore significantly underestimates the problem of joblessness for 

Black men, in the best of times and in the worst of times.2  

Figure 6 
The men’s Black-white EPOP ratio jobs gap is always much larger than the unemployment 
rate jobs gap. 
Prime-Age Men's White-Black Jobs Gap with the Unemployment Rate vs the Gap with the EPOP Ratio 
during "Low," "Moderate," and "High" Unemployment 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand. 

  

 
2 In Appendix Figure A1, we see that for Black women the unemployment rate jobs gap is larger than the EPOP jobs gap in all 

three periods.  
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Figure 7 
The men’s Black-white EPOP ratio jobs gap can be as much as four times the 
unemployment rate jobs gap. 
Ratio of Prime-Age Men's White-Black EPOP Jobs Gap to Unemployment Rate Jobs Gap during "Low," 
"Moderate," and "High" Unemployment 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

 

If one averages the ratios of the EPOP jobs gap to the unemployment rate jobs gap for each 

year from 2000 to 2020, one finds an average ratio of 3.3. The median of these ratios is also 

3.3. Thus, it is fair to say that the problem of joblessness for Black men is on average three 

times worse than most people would think it is. 

As large as the prime-age white-Black EPOP jobs gap is, it still underestimates the degree of 

jobs deprivation in Black communities caused by Black male joblessness. To gain a fuller 

picture, we need to factor in the high incarceration rate and the high mortality rate of Black 

men. 
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Adjusting the White-Black EPOP Jobs Gap for 

Incarceration and Higher Mortality 

The jobs gap estimates are based on the noninstitutional population which excludes the 

incarcerated population.3 The incarceration rate for Black men is about six times the rate for 

white men.4 This means that there is a significant and disproportionate share of the Black 

male population being excluded from earning an income to support themselves, their 

families, and their communities. Additionally, Black people suffer from a higher rate of 

mortality than white people at most ages,5 and Black men have a higher mortality rate than 

Black women.6 As a result, the male-to-female sex ratio for prime-age Black people is lower 

than the ratio for white people. In a more racially equitable society, there would be many 

more Black men alive and available to work. When we adjust the prime-age men’s white- 

Black EPOP jobs gap estimates to include the incarcerated and to equalize the white and Black 

male-female ratios, we end up with significantly larger jobs gaps. 

The Incarcerated 

It is impossible to separate incarceration rates from the racial and class inequality in society. 

Violent crime can be understood as a product of mainly males growing up in the most socially 

disadvantaged communities.7 Of course, most males in these communities are not involved in 

criminal violence, but the rates of violence tend to be highest in the communities suffering 

the most from a society’s socioeconomic inequality. Black communities are grossly 

overrepresented among the most socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. For 

example, recent research finds that Black neighborhoods are 77 times as likely as white 

neighborhoods to be both socioeconomically poor and socially isolated from better-resourced 

neighborhoods.8  

 
3 US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015.  
4 Carson 2020b, Table 10. 
5 Flagg 2021.  
6 Bond and Herman 2016. 
7 Newburn 2018: 24-29. 
8 Levy, Phillips, and Sampson 2020: 951. 
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Further, the criminal justice system has racial and class biases that also lead to higher rates of 

incarceration for Black males. For example, illicit drug use and sales on college campuses are 

largely invisible to policing, but the same activity on city streets is highly policed in 

comparison.9 White youth are more likely to be involved with illicit drugs on college 

campuses; Black youth are more likely to be involved with drugs on city streets. These 

structural inequities lead to high rates of incarceration for Black men. 

Although Black men in prison are not counted as part of the population when the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics calculates the employment-to-population ratio, they are clearly part of the 

population. In federal prison, about half of them have children under 20 years old that they 

cannot financially support while they are incarcerated. It is reasonable to expect that a 

substantial share in state prisons also have minor children.10 Even those without children may 

have other family members or partners who could benefit if they were working.  

About 60 percent of the incarcerated work while in prison.11 But this work does not count as 

real employment because it does not provide an income of any significance. A 2017 

investigation by the Prison Policy Initiative found that the highest average hourly wage for 

prisoners was $1.41.12 This highest average is less than 20 percent of the already low federal 

minimum wage. In Mississippi, the highest a prisoner could expect to earn was $1.30 per 

hour.13 In Louisiana, the highest pay rate was $1.00 per hour.14 The Prison Policy Initiative 

clarifies that “[i]n many states, most regular prison jobs pay well below the highest rates.”15 

Prisoners can also be required to work for no pay. The Prison Policy Initiative found that on 

average wages had declined from when they checked in 2001.16 Wages could be even lower 

today. 

Prisoners who work in prison earn very low wages and many earn no wages at all. Further, if 

they have earnings, the earnings may be garnished to pay criminal justice-related fees and 

 
9 Mohamed and Fritsvold 2011. 
10 Carson 2020b, Table 1, has 45 percent of all federal inmates with minor children in 2018. The findings from Glaze and 

Maruschak 2010 (Appendix table 4) suggests that the rates for Black men will be slightly higher than the overall figure. They 
found that, in 2004, 54 percent of Black men in state prison had minor children under 18 (Carson 2020b uses under 20) versus 
51.2 percent overall, and 70 percent of Black men in federal prison had minor children versus 63.4 percent overall.  

11 Rampey, Bobby D., et al. 2016, Table 2.5. 
12 Sawyer 2017. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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charges that can eat up half of their meager earnings.17 If prisoners earn income from work in 

prison, it is negligible.  

Differential Mortality Rates 

Table 1 
Male-to-Female Ratios by Age Group, Race, and Latinx Ethnicity, 2014 

Age Category White Black 
US-Born 
Latinx 

US-Born 
Asian 

0-24 1.05 1.03 1.04 1.07 
25-54 1.01 0.90 1.00 1.00 
55 and older 0.86 0.75 0.84 0.89 

Source: Author's analysis of American Community Survey data from IPUMS USA, University 
of Minnesota, www.ipums.org. 

 

As a matter of biology, more males are born than females. There should be about 103 to 107 

males born for each 100 females born in a population or a male-to-female sex ratio of 1.03 

to 1.07.18 After birth, however, males tend to have a higher mortality rate than females, which 

leads to there being more females than males at older ages.19  

We see this dynamic in Table 1. For the 0 to 24-years-old group, there are more males than 

females. Black people have the lowest sex ratio of 1.03, but there are still 103 males to every 

100 females. The white ratio is 1.05. (The analysis of the Latinx and Asian populations are of 

the US-born populations to avoid distortions from gender biases in terms of who immigrates 

and from sex-selective abortions favoring males, which are more common in Asia.20) For all 

races, the sex ratio declines as one moves to older age categories.  

But notice that the flip to more females than males occurs fastest for Black people. In the 

prime-age category of 25- to 54-years-old, there are 101 white men for every 100 white 

women. For the US-born Latinx and Asian populations, there is an equal number of males to 

females. For the Black population, however, there are only 90 men for every 100 women.  

 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ritchie and Roser 2019. 
19 Wolchover 2011. 
20 Chao et al. 2019; Ritchie and Roser 2019. 
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Figure 8 
Black men have a higher mortality rate relative to black women than white men relative to 
white women. 
Age-Adjusted Mortality Rates per 100,000 for White and Black Males and Females Under 55 Years Old, 
2014 

 

Source and Notes: Underlying Cause of Death, CDC WONDER, wonder.cdc.gov. 

 

Figure 8 shows the 2014 mortality rates for white and Black males and females under 55-

years-old. The males have higher mortality rates than the females. Although the mortality 

rate for Black females is higher than the rate for white females, the difference between the 

male and female mortality rates is still larger for Blacks than for whites. The Black male 

mortality rate is 103.4 points above the Black female rate, while the white male rate is only 

73.9 points above the white female rate. Black males have a higher mortality rate relative to 

Black females than white males relative to white females. 

As with incarceration, society-wide systems of racial discrimination led to the high mortality 

rate of Black men. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention states,  
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. . . centuries of racism in this country has had a profound and negative impact on 

communities of color. The impact is pervasive and deeply embedded in our society—

affecting where one lives, learns, works, worships and plays and creating inequities in 

access to a range of social and economic benefits—such as housing, education, wealth, 

and employment. These conditions—often referred to as social determinants of health—

are key drivers of health inequities within communities of color, placing those within 

these populations at greater risk for poor health outcomes.21 

It seems likely that for Black men, joblessness and racial discrimination in the labor market 

are among the social factors contributing to their higher mortality rate. This higher rate of 

mortality for Black men than for Black women leads to the low Black sex ratio. In a more 

equitable society, the prime-age Black male-to-female ratio would be more like the white 

ratio, which means that there would be more Black men alive and available for work. 

The Adjusted Rates 

When Black men are incarcerated or deceased that does not mean that they do not still have 

children, family members, and partners who, under different circumstances, could benefit 

from their financial support. It is important that the jobs gap be understood not just for its 

impact on the jobless Black men but also for its impact on Black families and communities.  

 
21 Office of Minority Health & Health Equity 2021. 
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Figure 9 
Adjusted for incarceration and mortality rates, the more accurate men’s Black-white job 
gap was 1.4 million jobs in 2014, not 341,000 jobs as measured by the unemployment rate 
Adjusting the Prime-Age Men's White-Black EPOP Jobs Gap for Black Men's Incarceration and Higher 
Mortality, 2014 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, American 
Community Survey data from IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org, and data from Prisoners in 2014 
from the Bureau of Justice Statistics. See Methodology section for details. Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand. 

 

In 2014, the year of “moderate” unemployment, the prime-age men’s white-Black jobs gap 

was 341,000 jobs as measured by the unemployment rate. It was 947,000 jobs, 2.8 times as 

large when one looked at the gap in the official employment-to-population ratios (EPOPs). 

But the official EPOP calculation excluded the many white and Black men in state and federal 

prisons. Including them in the calculations increases the jobs gap to 1.2 million, making it 3.6 

times the unemployment rate jobs gap (Figure 9). (See Figures A2 and A3 in the Appendix 

for the calculations for periods of “low” and “high” unemployment.) 

Black men have a higher mortality rate than white men, and this lowers the Black sex ratio 

below the white sex ratio. If we make the prime-age Black sex ratio equal to the white sex 
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ratio, we can see the potential jobs Black communities have lost due to the higher mortality 

rate for Black men. Adding these additional jobs to our prior jobs gap calculation increases the 

gap to nearly 1.4 million or 4.1 times the unemployment rate jobs gap. 

In 2014, even if we were able to employ the 947,000 Black men needed to close the EPOP 

jobs gap, Black families and communities would still be functioning with a deficit of the 

income from (1,388,000 – 947,000 =) 441,000 jobs because of the Black men who were 

incarcerated or who had died as a result of a higher mortality rate than white men.  

Addressing the prime-age men’s white-Black EPOP jobs gap is one important step in building 

up the economic health of Black communities, but it is only one of several steps that are 

necessary. Among the other steps are reducing the high incarceration and mortality rates of 

Black men. The good news is that increasing employment will probably lead to future 

reductions in incarceration and mortality. Reducing joblessness lessens the socioeconomic 

marginalization of Black neighborhoods which should reduce street crime. Reducing 

joblessness improves one factor in the social determinants causing worse health outcomes for 

Black men.  
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No Adjustment for the Undercounting of Joblessness 

in Official Statistics  

. . . the gaps, the disparities are understated in the standard data because of the 

problem of missing Black men. Nearly 20 percent of Black men are frequently missing 

from Census-, [Current-Population-Survey]-type datasets. And, if they were 

included—they are almost all drawn from the lower end of the earnings distribution—

the disparities would all be much worse.22 

      --Economist Harry J. Holzer 

 

Researchers have found that the official labor market statistics from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (BLS) undercounts joblessness, particularly for Black men. Individuals who fail to 

respond to the survey from BLS are more likely to be jobless than those who respond. This 

nonresponse bias is stronger for Black men than for white men, and it is growing over time.23 

The calculations presented do not make any adjustment for this problem. Therefore, we 

should consider them conservative, lower-bound estimates. 

 

  

 
22 Holzer 2021. 
23 Cai and Baker 2021. 
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Conclusion: What the Jobs Gap Costs Black Men, 

Black Families, and Black Communities 

Table 2 

Estimated Collective Annual Income Gains for Black Men after Addressing Different 
Jobs Gaps during "Moderate" Unemployment 

Unemployment 
Rate Gap 

EPOP Gap 
EPOP Gap 

Adjusted for 
Incarceration 

EPOP Gap Adjusted 
for Incarceration and 

Higher Mortality 
   11,734,000,000     32,638,000,000    42,480,000,000            47,805,000,000 

Source: Author's calculations based on 2020 "Current Population Survey Tables for Personal Income: Personal 
Income: PINC-03," US Census Bureau 

 

Applying the median annual earnings for a Black man with a high school diploma24 to the jobs 

gap numbers, we can see the collective loss of income Black men, Black families, and Black 

communities face from different jobs gap estimates (Table 2). If we were to address the 

typical unemployment rate gap, we would add about $12 billion to Black communities 

annually. This increase in income could lift hundreds of thousands of families out of poverty.  

Of course, the gains would be greater if we are able to close the EPOP jobs gap. The value to 

Black communities of closing the EPOP jobs gap is about $33 billion a year. With this amount, 

we could lift hundreds of thousands more families out of poverty than if we just addressed 

the unemployment rate gap. But even with the $33 billion a year from addressing the EPOP 

jobs gap, Black communities would still potentially be missing roughly an additional ($48 

billion - $33 billion =) $15 billion a year due to the high rate of incarceration and the high 

rate of mortality for Black men. In other words, the full cost of Black men’s joblessness is 

about $50 billion a year, especially when one considers that the official statistics undercount 

Black men’s joblessness.  

Even if the unemployment rate provided an accurate gauge of the jobless crisis facing Black 

men, it would be deserving of more attention and more policy action than it currently 

 
24 Prime-age Black men who are unemployed or not in the labor force have a median educational attainment of a regular high 

school diploma. Author’s analysis of the 2015-2019 American Community Survey from Ruggles et al 2021. Additionally, 64 
percent of people in prison have a high school credential. Rampey et al. 2016, Table 1.1. In 2020, the median personal income 
for Black men 25 to 64 who have graduated from high school was $34,453. US Census Bureau 2021.  
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receives. After all, Black men have had the highest annual unemployment rate consistently 

for the last 20 years. Now that we know the crisis is three times worse than we think it is—or 

four times worse, if we factor in incarceration and mortality—maybe policymakers will be 

spurred to act. 
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Appendix 

Figure A1 
The women’s Black-white EPOP ratio jobs gap is never larger than the unemployment rate 
jobs gap. 
Comparing the White-Black Jobs Gap for Prime-Age Women Based on Unemployment Rates to the Gap 
Based on the EPOP Ratios during "Low," "Moderate," and "High" Unemployment 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure A2 
Adjusted for incarceration and mortality rates, the more accurate men’s Black-white job 
gap was 1.1 million jobs in 2019, not 179,000 jobs as measured by the unemployment rate. 
Adjusting the Prime-Age Men's White-Black EPOP Jobs Gap for Black Men's Incarceration and Higher 
Mortality, 2019 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, American 
Community Survey data from IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org, and data from Prisoners in 2014 
from the Bureau of Justice Statistics. See Methodology section for details. Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand. 
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Figure A3 
Adjusted for incarceration and mortality rates, the more accurate men’s Black-white job 
gap was 1.5 million jobs in 2010, not 461,000 jobs as measured by the unemployment rate. 
Adjusting the Prime-Age Men's White-Black EPOP Jobs Gap for Black Men's Incarceration and Higher 
Mortality, 2010 

 

Source and Notes: Author's analysis of Current Population Survey data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, American 
Community Survey data from IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org, and data from Prisoners in 2014 
from the Bureau of Justice Statistics. See Methodology section for details. Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand. 
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Methodology for the Adjusted Calculations 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data series are primarily available with the Latinx 

population included in racial groups (e.g., Latinx men who identify racially as white are 

included in the data for white men). All the data include the Latinx population within racial 

groups or are adjusted based on estimates from the American Community Survey to estimate 

what the racial group would be with the Latinx population included.  

The prison population data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) exclude the Latinx 

population from racial groups. The institutional group-quarters data from the American 

Community Survey was used to adjust the BJS data for estimates of the prime-age Black and 

white incarcerated population to include the incarcerated Latinx members of those racial 

groups.  

The mortality adjustment was based on the sex ratios from the full population (i.e., including 

the institutional and other group-quarters populations) of 25-to-54-year-olds sex ratios 

derived from the American Community Survey. The Current Population Survey data from the 

BLS excludes the incarcerated population and would therefore be inaccurate for the 

population sex ratios. The prime-age Black male-to-female ratio is made to equal the 

prime-age white male-to-female ratio based on the size of the Black female population. This 

adjustment does not adjust for the high Black female mortality.  
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