
frican Americans and white Americans diff er in the type and magnitude of 
their asset holdings.  Perhaps as a result of these diff erences, the two groups 
also have diff ering perspectives on and responses to the 2008-2009 economic 

downturn.  Similarities of perspective exist between the groups as well.  For example, both 
African Americans and whites report similar levels of confi dence in the nation’s fi nancial 
institutions and sector.  

Th ese fi ndings are from a survey of 850 African Americans and 850 members of the 
general U.S. population (including 721 white Americans) that was conducted for the 
Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies by Research America between May 21 
and June 9, 2009.  Th e Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies National Opinion 
Poll about Social Security, Retirement Savings and the Economic Downturn found many 
striking diff erences between African Americans and whites on these topics.
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2 THE 2008-2009 ECONOMIC DOWNTURN: PERSPECTIVES OF AFRICAN AMERICANS

SAVING AND EXPECTATIONS FOR RETIREMENT

When compared to whites, African Americans are less likely to be able to save and less confi dent that they will live 
comfortably during their retirement years.  Th e distribution of savings and investments by type and race support this 
lack of confi dence among African Americans.

• African Americans were more likely than whites to say that they “want to save but can’t.” More than half 
(53 percent) of African Americans but a third (35 percent) of whites reported the inability to save in 2009. 

• While more than half of African Americans (54 percent) were very or somewhat confi dent that they will 
have enough money to live comfortably throughout retirement, whites (61 percent) were more likely to 
report the same in 2009.  

• African Americans were much less likely than whites in 2009 to have money invested as follows [Figure 1]:

… in savings accounts, certifi cates of deposit, or money market accounts: 51 percent of African Americans 
versus 72 percent of whites

… in Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) or Keogh plans: 28 percent of African Americans versus 47 
percent of whites
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… in stocks or mutual fund shares: 27 percent of African Americans versus 49 percent of whites

… in bonds: 17 percent of African Americans versus 27 percent of whites

Th e amounts saved for retirement by race refl ect the patterns of saving and investing noted above.  Expectations for 
the major source of retirement income also support these patterns of saving and investment.

• A majority of African American workers (70 percent) but less than half of all workers (48 percent) in 
2007 reported having saved less than $25,000 for retirement.  Out of all workers, one in every seven (14 
percent)—but only one of every 25 African American workers (four percent)—reported having saved 
$250,000 or more for retirement.1

1 Helman, R., J. VanDerhei, and C. Copeland. 2007. Minority Workers Remain Confi dent About Retirement, Despite Lagging 
Preparations and False Expectations. Employee Benefi t Research Institute, Issue Brief No. 306, http://www.ebri.org/pdf/
EBRI_IB_06-2007.pdf (accessed 21 January 2010).

Figure 2
Expected Major Source of Retirement Income, African Americans and Whites, 

1998 and 2009
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• African Americans (39 percent) are less likely than whites (43 percent) to report personal retirement savings 
and investment as their expected major source of retirement income (2009).  In 19982, the racial gap in this 
expectation (29 percent of African Americans versus 54 percent of whites) was even larger than in 2009. 
[Figure 2]

ASSESSMENT OF ECONOMIC DOWNTURN AND INSTITUTIONS

African Americans were more optimistic about the 2009 economy than were whites.  African Americans were more 
likely to think that the economy was getting better and less likely to think it was getting worse.  In addition, among 
those who thought the economy was worsening, African Americans were more likely than whites to think the 
economy would get better within a year.

• More than a third of African Americans (35 percent) and more than a fourth of whites (27 percent) 
thought that when compared to recent months, the U.S. economy was improving. [Figure 3]

2 Data are from the 1998 Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies National Opinion Poll: Social Security, conducted 
between September 5 and 27 that year.
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• Conversely, nearly a fourth (23 percent) of African Americans thought the economy worsened during this 
period, while more than a third of whites (36 percent) shared this view.  [Figure 3]

• Among survey respondents who believed the economy had worsened when compared to recent months, 
African Americans (42 percent) were nearly twice as likely as whites (22 percent) to think the economy 
would improve within the next year.  [Figure 4]

• Among interviewees who believed the economy had worsened when compared to recent months, more 
than two of every three whites (69 percent) believed that the economy would not improve for the 
foreseeable future.  Th is contrasts with two of every fi ve African Americans (41 percent) who shared this 
view. [Figure 4]

African Americans and whites diff ered in the extent to which they expressed changes in confi dence in various 
fi nancial institutions between June 2008 and May 2009.  Large national banks and investment fi rms were the 
fi nancial institutions in which both African Americans and whites were most likely to report that they had lost 
confi dence.  Credit unions were the fi nancial institutions in which both African Americans and whites were most 
likely to report that their confi dence had not changed during this period.

Figure 4
Views on When the Economy Will Improve (Among Those Who Believe Economy is 

Getting Worse), African Americans and Whites, May/June 2009
(Percent)
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• More than two of every three whites (68 percent) and almost half of African Americans (49 percent) 
expressed a loss of confi dence in large national banks between June 2008 and May 2009. [Figure 5]

• African Americans (more than a third—35 percent) were, however, more likely than whites (about a 
fourth—26 percent) to report decreased confi dence in local banks. [Figure 5]

• More than half of both African Americans (53 percent) and whites (56 percent) reported that their 
confi dence in credit unions had not changed during the recent economic downturn.

Both African Americans and whites reported a loss of confi dence in the Federal Reserve System during the economic 
downturn, although the proportions diff ered by race.  Th e two groups were equally likely to report decreased 
confi dence in the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC).

• Nearly one of every three African Americans (31 percent) but more than two of every fi ve whites (42 
percent) reported a loss of confi dence in the Federal Reserve System between June 2008 and May 2009. 
[Figure 5]

• African Americans (28 percent) and whites (26 percent) were equally likely to report decreased confi dence 
in the FDIC during this same period. [Figure 5]
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BEHAVIORAL CHANGES DUE TO THE ECONOMY

Both African Americans and whites reported losing money in mutual funds, individual stocks, investment accounts 
such as 401(k) plans, and IRAs between June 2008 and May 2009.  African Americans were less likely, however, than 
whites to report such losses and to report decreased confi dence in investment fi rms and systems. In response to the 
fi nancial turmoil during this period, however, African Americans were considerably more likely than whites to make 
premature withdrawals from their retirement accounts.

• Th ree of every fi ve African Americans (60 percent) but three of every four whites (75 percent) reported 
losing money in mutual funds, individual stocks, investment accounts such as 401(k) plans and IRAs. 

• African Americans (50 percent) were less likely than white Americans (63 percent) to report decreased 
confi dence in investment fi rms and systems. [Figure 5]

• African Americans (24 percent) were nearly twice as likely as whites (13 percent) to have prematurely 
withdrawn funds from their retirement accounts (e.g., 401(k) plans, 403(b) plans, IRAs).  [Figure 6]

Although African Americans were more likely than whites to have prematurely withdrawn funds from their 
retirement accounts (e.g., 401(k) plans, 403(b) plans, IRAs) during the June 2008 to May 2009 period, the two 
groups were comparably likely to have [Figure 6]: 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Whites

African Americans

Have prematurely 
withdrawn funds from 

retirement accounts

Have stopped putting 
money into retirement 

accounts

Plan to stop putting 
money into retirement 

accounts

Have changed the 
percent of salary 

contributed to 
employer’s retirement 

plans

23.7

13.1

23.7

29.1

25.6

19.1

22.1

29.2

Figure 6
Responses to National Economy: Changes in 401(k), 403(b), IRA, or Other 

Retirement Investment Accounts, African Americans and Whites, May/June 2009
(Percent)

2009 Joint Center Poll

ECONOMIC_DOWNTURN_PREP.indd   7ECONOMIC_DOWNTURN_PREP.indd   7 5/18/2010   4:50:56 PM5/18/2010   4:50:56 PM



8 THE 2008-2009 ECONOMIC DOWNTURN: PERSPECTIVES OF AFRICAN AMERICANS

Th is is one of three briefs created from the fi ndings of the 2009 Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies 
National Opinion Poll about Social Security, Retirement Savings and the Economic Downturn.  Th e other two 
briefs are entitled: “Retirement Savings Behavior and Expectations of African Americans: 1998 and 2009” 
and “African American  Perspectives on the Social Security System: 1998 and 2009.”  All the briefs may be 
downloaded from the website of the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies (www.jointcenter.org). 
Th e poll and these briefs were made possible with generous support from the Ford Foundation.

• … stopped putting money into their retirement accounts—24 percent of African Americans and 29 percent 
of whites

• … transferred half or more of their assets from stocks or mutual fund shares to fi xed yield investments—17 
percent of African Americans and 18 percent of whites

• … planned to stop putting money into their retirement accounts—26 percent of African Americans and 19 
percent of whites

• … changed the percent of salary contributed to their employer’s retirement plans (e.g., 401(k) plans, 403(b) 
plans)—22 percent of African Americans and 29 percent of whites

Although nearly three of every fi ve African Americans (57 percent) reported that they planned to pay down their 
credit card debt in response to the fi nancial turmoil in the economy, only half (51 percent) had actually done so.  
Equal shares of whites, however, reported planning to pay down their credit card debt (49 percent) and having 
actually paid it down (51 percent).

African Americans and whites are equally likely to say that as a result of the recent economic downturn they plan to 
delay retirement and work longer. African Americans and whites also are equally likely to say that as a result of the 
recent economic downturn, they plan to work for pay during their retirement years.

• Nearly two of every fi ve African Americans and whites (39 percent and 38 percent, respectively) plan to 
delay retirement and work longer.

• About half of African Americans and whites (51 percent and 52 percent, respectively) plan to work for pay 
during their retirement years.
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