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The current frame for thinking about racial 
inequality

1 The Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of Consumer Finances indicates that in 2016 the median Black household had a net 

worth of about $17,000 while the median White household had a net worth of about $170,000. See Dettling, Hsu, Jacobs, Moore, & 

Thompson (2017).

The frame that shapes most thinking about how best 

to correct racial inequality is, unfortunately, incor-

rect. Emphasizing individual- or group-based defi-

ciencies in behavior and productivity as a root cause 

of lower incomes and wealth, this frame presumes 

that upward mobility among those on the low end of 

the scale is inhibited by “human capital” or “devel-

opmental” deficits. As a response, this way of think-

ing posits various forms of education and training as 

all-purpose solutions for racial disparities. 

The Black–White wealth gap may afford the clearest 

illustration of what the standard frame gets wrong 

about racial inequality. For example, the racial 

wealth gap—in 2016, the average Black household 

held ten cents to the dollar of wealth held by the 

average White household1—is not a consequence of 

educational, income, or behavioral differences be-

tween Blacks and Whites. Instead, on average, Black 

households with a head who holds a college de-

gree have two-thirds of the wealth of White house-

holds with a head who never finished high school. 

The poorest White households—those in the lowest 

quintile of the income distribution—have a median 

level of wealth similar to the collective median for 

all Black households. And, after household income 

is taken into account, there is no evidence of differ-

ences in savings rates between Blacks and Whites; 

indeed, in some income categories, the savings 

rate for Blacks is modestly higher than the rate for 

Whites (Darity et al., 2018). 

Rather than developmental deficits, the fundamental 

source of Black–White wealth disparity is the uneven 

transmission of resources across generations. Using 

data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, a 

Social Forces article by Pfeffer and Killewald (2018) 

demonstrates the close association between paren-

tal and grandparental wealth and the wealth of the 

younger adult generation. Since older generations of 

Black Americans generally have considerably fewer 

resources to transfer to their children, a cumula-

tive and sustained intergenerational process oper-

ates to deprive Blacks of wealth. Furthermore, in a 

Federal Reserve study issued in 2018, Feiveson and 

Sabelhaus estimate that at least 26% to upwards of 

50% of an adults’ wealth position is due to gifts and 

inheritances. These estimates were generated with-

out accounting for the indirect effects of parental 

transfers or expected parental transfers on personal 

security for entrepreneurial risk-taking and reduced 

personal costs for education (Feiveson & Sabelhaus, 

2018). It may be the case that wealth is more a driv-

er of educational attainment, especially higher ed-

ucation, than educational attainment is a driver of 

wealth accumulation.
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The standard frame for thinking about responding to 

racial inequality also grossly underestimates the im-

pact of discrimination on Black earnings and income. 

Success in overcoming the ostensible developmental 

deficits does not provide insulation from the pen-

alties exacted by racism. In fact, there is evidence 

that suggests that as Blacks obtain greater levels of 

education, the degree of discrimination they face in 

labor markets actually intensifies (Tomaskovic-Devy, 

Thomas, & Johnson, 2005). A number of field exper-

iments and correspondence tests have shown that 

Black applicants with comparable credentials to 

Whites are less likely to get callbacks for jobs, are 

less likely to be informed about potential opportuni-

ties for promotion within a firm, and are more likely 

to be offered lowered wages upon entry. At the up-

per end of the status distribution, a 2016 Bloomberg 

News investigation conducted by Natalie Kitroeff 

revealed that Black MBAs with a Harvard Business 

School degree who began their careers between 

2007 and 2009 had starting salaries $5,000 lower 

than their White peers with the same degree who 

began at the same time. To compound matters, by 

2015 the racial pay gap had skyrocketed to $100,000 

among the same set of Harvard Business School 

graduates (Kitroeff, 2017). 

A third weakness in the current frame that informs 

policymaking toward reduced racial inequality is dis-

proportionate attention drawn to childhood invest-

ments. Not only is there a tendency to ascribe racial 

disparities to developmental deficits, there is also a 

tendency to assume that they only can be correct-

ed by targeting the youngest children. To a degree, 

the conversation about remedies for both general 

inequality and racial inequality has been hijacked 

2 See Heckman (2013).

by James Heckman’s message.2 The consequence 

is a persistent claim that there is a higher return on 

investment associated with channeling resources 

toward the very young and a tendency to exclude 

from serious consideration proposals that focus on 

improving the economic and social conditions fac-

ing even teens and young adults. A sole emphasis on 

early childhood education, for instance, can have a 

triage effect on addressing the low quality of educa-

tion experienced by many older students—and their 

potential (Halpern, Heckman, & Larson, 2013). 
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A new frame: A new agenda

3 Preliminary overtures toward the details of an actual program of reparations can be found in Darity (2008).

4 “Baby bonds” or their equivalent would constitute a birthright endowment for all Americans. Moreover, they do not have to 

be a substitute for reparations as the two projects are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The baby bonds proposal provides an in-

surance policy of sorts for each newborn cohort against any failure on the part of their parents to produce or maintain a meaningful 

level of wealth.

An alternative frame for confronting racial inequality 

in the United States would emphasize linked defi-

ciencies in resources and options rather than defi-

ciencies in human capital. The focus needs to move 

toward an emphasis on the structural barriers that 

maintain uninterrupted racial inequality rather than 

Black shortcomings. The problem is not Black ability; 

it is Black capability.

I use this alternative frame to propose a new agenda 

for eliminating racial inequality—one that increas-

es resources for Black Americans rather than “im-

proves” Black Americans; recognizes the persistent 

and devastating role of discrimination; includes the 

needs of young Black people beyond early child-

hood; and treats Black access to quality education as 

an intrinsic good rather than primarily an instrument 

for higher income. Importantly, research is needed 

to build, test, and increase understanding of ways 

to design this agenda in policy and practice, and to 

challenge the stubborn assumptions and approaches 

put forth by conventional modes of thinking.

Redistributive Programs

The most direct policy to eliminate racial wealth in-

equality would be a program of reparations for Black 

Americans. Research funders could make a valuable 

contribution to the development of such an effort 

by supporting work that examines how Black lives 

are altered by the receipt of resources comparable 

to those received by White households, and/or by 

supporting research efforts aimed toward the pre-

cise design of an effective reparations program. The 

general principle is that the racial wealth gap is best 

removed by direct redistributive measures, rather 

than ineffective indirect measures like increasing 

Black educational attainment.3 

A universal redistributive program could replicate, 

partially, some of the benefits for addressing racial 

wealth inequality from a fully implemented repara-

tions program. In my own work, I have been engaged 

with collaborators in the development of what now is 

popularly referred to as the “baby bonds” plan. The 

plan does not propose a bond but a publicly held 

trust account for each newborn infant that they can 

access when they enter young adulthood. It would 

be an asset-in-waiting that may be used for further 

asset building, i.e., buying a home, starting a busi-

ness, attending college, retiring existing educational 

loans, or some other purpose that improves econom-

ic well-being.4 It is not a race-specific program, but, 

de facto, can be a race-conscious initiative insofar as 

it would disproportionately benefit segments of the 

American population with the least wealth (Sawhill & 

Reeves, 2016).
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Key issues that would demand investigation are the 

sheer amount of the endowments; the basis for cal-

ibration of the sum that goes to each young person, 

i.e., a uniform amount or an amount adjusted for the 

income and/or wealth position of their family; the 

age at which funds are received; the composition 

and management of the endowment (should they 

take the form of a sheer cash outlay, equity shares, 

savings accounts, mutual funds, or a diversified mix 

of assets?); and the extent of restrictions, if any, that 

would be placed on the use of the trust account. 

Large-scale experimental research exploring the ef-

fects of such a provision would facilitate refinement 

and suitable design of the program, while a smaller 

scale research alternative would be qualitative ex-

periments with a much smaller number of partici-

pants. In either case, research to inform the develop-

ment of the intervention would be critical.

K–12 Education Policy

The focus on educational access for Blacks at the 

K–12 level has been on school desegregation, un-

der the presumption that Black and White students 

attending the same schools will receive the same 

quality of education. But, in fact, curriculum and 

instruction is racially stratified as a consequence 

of racialized tracking within desegregated schools. 

The fundamental question for researchers, then, is 

how do we insure that all students (Black students in 

particular) receive a high-level, challenging program 

of study coupled with excellent teaching, regardless 

5 One possibility that merits further study is the expansion of the AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) Second-

ary Program as a means of aiding such a transition.

6 See Hallinan (2004).

7 See especially Chapter 2 in Burris & Garrity (2008).

of their school’s overall racial demographics? How 

do we facilitate the transition from mediocre classes 

to challenging classes for high school students who 

have been confined to lower track classes?5 Could 

this be accomplished if the equivalent of gifted edu-

cation was provided to all students? Is it possible to 

detrack toward excellence for all?6 

Researchers could identify and evaluate efforts to 

universalize gifted education or its equivalent, assess 

the outcomes, and determine how to most effective-

ly replicate successes. Specific cases for intensive 

study might include the development and implemen-

tation of Project Bright Idea, subsequent to a 2004 

Javits grant in North Carolina, and the experience 

with detracking at Rockville Centre High School on 

Long Island while Carol Burris, who is now the Exec-

utive Director of the Network for Public Education 

Foundation, was principal in the early 2000s.7 

Higher Education Policy

The demise of affirmative action will necessitate 

the construction of creative alternative routes for 

maintaining racial inclusion at selective institutions. 

Research funders can support the development, de-

sign, and implementation of these alternatives. One 

potential option would be for selective institutions 

to set a (reasonable) minimum set of standards that 

must be met by all applicants in terms of measur-

able criteria, then constructing classes by randomly 

selecting students from among those who meet the 

threshold. The capacity to produce a student body 
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that is representative of the nation’s population 

would depend upon recruitment of a representative 

applicant pool. Regardless, institutions must adopt 

different strategies to build greater racial inclusion, 

and research can help us understand which ap-

proaches can be most effective, for whom, and un-

der what conditions. 

At the same time, the cost of higher education is a 

barrier to entry for many potential students. While 

my instincts tell me that free tuition at public uni-

versities is a good idea, we lack adequate research 

evidence to assess the potential outcomes of such 

a policy. Centering on future tuition expenses also 

leaves open the question of how best to address the 

overhang of debt burden held by those who have 

attended college and university by taking substantial 

loans. Again, new research may inspire and inform 

creative efforts to tackle the costs of higher educa-

tion on both dimensions. 
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Conclusion 

A genuine confrontation with racial inequality will 

require a new way of thinking that challenges the 

structural roots of racial disadvantage and the con-

sequences of generations of anti-Black discriminato-

ry policies. A new agenda for transformative change 

emerges from altering the frame we use for under-

standing racial disparities. The alternative frame 

stresses resource deprivation and the cumulative 

effects of discrimination as fundamental causes of 

racial inequality. The alternative frame also stresses 

the importance of paying deep attention to the need 

to support teens and young adults rather than ex-

clusively devoting consideration to infants and tod-

dlers. Researchers should develop the evidence base 

to build, test, and illuminate policies that execute a 

racial redistribution of wealth—whether via race-spe-

cific or by universal but race-conscious measures—as 

well as policies that provide gifted caliber education 

for all primary and secondary school students; that 

craft racially inclusive measures that will substitute 

for affirmative action in higher education; and that 

insure that cost is not an obstacle to access to high-

er education.  
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