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even further. These practices, which began 80 

years ago as a Federal Housing Administration 

policy, make it virtually impossible for individ-

uals in such areas to borrow money to buy or 

improve a home. Unfortunately, these are pre-

cisely the areas where minorities, with lower- 

than-average incomes, are most likely to find 

an affordable home to purchase (Coates, 2014). 

Thus, although individual bank officers can 

claim they are not denying loans to people 

because of their race—they are merely following 

their employers’ policy—the resulting discrimi-

nation is the same.

Although these practices may be considered 

good business policy and might not be inten­
tionally racist, their consequences are clearly 

discriminatory because the people who end up 

suffering as a result of the policies tend to be 

people of color. Institutional racism is difficult 

to address in these cases because there may not 

be an individual “bad guy” or identifiable bigot 

who is the source of the discrimination.

Racial Inequality in  
the Economic System
Institutional racism is readily apparent through-

out the U.S. economy. Consider participation in 

the labor force. With the exception of Asian 

Americans, workers of color have always 

been concentrated in lower-paying jobs (see 

Exhibit 11.2). African Americans make up 

11.2% of the entire civilian U.S. workforce but 

only 4.2% of lawyers, 6.4% of physicians, and 

5.5% of architects and engineers. Similarly, 

Latino/as make up 15.6% of the labor force but 

are underrepresented in the fields of law (5.1%), 

medicine (3.8%), and architecture/engineer-

ing (7.5%; ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2015). 

This underrepresentation becomes more acute 

in the higher echelons of certain professions. 

For instance, while 17% of attorneys in U.S. law 

firms are members of ethnoracial minorities, 

only 5% ever become partners in those firms 

(cited in Glater, 2006).

Because ethnoracial minorities are occu-

pationally concentrated in low-paying jobs, 

they are particularly vulnerable to economic 

downturns. The recent economic recession, 

for instance, did not hit all races equally. The 

rate of unemployment for Blacks and Latino/

as is consistently higher than that of other 

groups. In the summer of 2015, the unem-

ployment rate for Blacks was 9.6%, compared 

with 6.9% for Latino/as, 4.7% for Whites, and 

4.4% for Asians (United States Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2015b).

Blacks: Latino/as: Asians:

Home health aide Drywall installer Personal appearance worker 

Barber Cement mason Software developer 

Postal service mail sorter Roofer Medical scientist 

Bus driver Grounds maintenance worker Computer hardware engineer 

Telemarketer Maid Pharmacist 

Licensed vocational nurse Laundry worker Physician 

Chauffeur Sewing machine operator Tailor/dressmaker 

SOURCE: ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2015, Table 634.

Exhibit 11.2 Occupational Concentration by Race and Ethnicity  


