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Executive Summary
While Black women play one of the most active roles in our economy, structural
barriers and inequities continue to hinder them from full and meaningful
participation. Compared with other women in the United States, Black women have
always had the highest levels of labor market participation. Yet, they bear the
biggest burden of economic hardships, especially during times of crisis, resulting in
exacerbated downturns. Policy can counteract this disconnect. Specifically, targeted
policies that advance Black women can build a better economy for all.
The Congressional Caucus on Black Women and Girls (CCWBG) recognizes that
ensuring access to the resources and opportunities necessary to truly thrive in
society, regardless of gender, race, and other identities, is essential to building back a
stronger economy. The Caucus is committed to achieving this by undoing centuries
of structural injustice and meeting the demands of the moment. Historical
disinvestment and a pandemic-fueled economic crisis have created and reinforced
challenges that perpetuate inequities, especially ones that impact Black women. It is
imperative that this opportunity is leveraged to drive sustainable change.
This report provides a compelling and connective legislative agenda that centers
Black women across a variety of issues and topics including economics, democracy,
health, and environment. This report uses the Black Women Best (BWB) framework
and other data-driven insights to demonstrate how economic inequities are best
addressed by recentering economic policy on Black women; offer specific legislative
actions to eliminate racial and gender disparities; and provide a BWB scorecard that
policymakers can use to evaluate and design public policy. The Caucus is hopeful
that policymakers, advocates, and activists will use the insights and solutions
identified in the report to build back anew and deliver an inclusive economy and
society for everyone for the first time.

Black Women Best
This report is largely informed by the BWB framework — a foundational economic
framework created by Janelle Jones, the first Black woman to serve as chief
economist at the Department of Labor. BWB is an economic principle that argues
that when Black women’s economic well-being is centered in policy, the entire
economy thrives. Because Black women make up the majority of the Black labor
force, they are the pulse of the U.S. economy. By ignoring them, economists and
policymakers run the risk of propagating lasting economic ramifications.
BWB can be used to gauge the health of the economy through the lens of whether
Black women and other marginalized groups are thriving. In other words, if the
economy is working for Black women, then the economy is working for everyone.
This report applies the BWB framework to policy solutions that will address the
wealth gap, health gap, housing gap, and other disparities.
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Guaranteed Income
Advancing gender and racial equity is fundamental to every individual’s economic
security. This report uses BWB principles to underscore the need for effective and
inclusive economic policy, such as guaranteed income. While the passage of the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act demonstrated how
direct payments to families can promote economic security, there is still a need to
advance more comprehensive guaranteed income policies. The report explores
various guaranteed income policies and interventions that seek to meet Black
women’s needs — consistently and predictably.

Additional Policy Pathways
In addition to economic insecurity, Black women face discrimination and biases that
impede their educational, social, and political progress. This report demonstrates
how BWB principles can be translated to inform a comprehensive policy agenda.
Specifically, the report uses one of the core tenants of BWB – centering Black
women in policy – to offer various policy recommendations to address the nation’s
longstanding history of economic discrimination in education, housing, and other
spheres of life.
For example, the report underscores the importance of centering Black women in
health policy. Health is a basic building block for inclusive and just social, economic,
and political institutions; yet, health inequities remain an enduringly pernicious
problem in the United States. The report offers numerous policy solutions to combat
one of the nation’s leading health crises – the rising maternal mortality rate, which
disproportionately impacts Black women. Key health care policy recommendations
found in the report include funding community-based organization and health
navigators, extending Medicaid postpartum coverage, and easing administrative
burden in Medicaid.

Black Women Best Seal of Approval Scorecard
While this report covers a range of policy ideas to address some of the nation’s most
pressing issues it is not exhaustive of the myriad of systemic factors that uniquely
impact Black women. The Caucus recognizes reversing years of discrimination will
require a multitude of policy solutions and stakeholders. To that end, the report
includes the BWB policy scorecard. The scorecard is intended to serve as a practical
tool to assess and design both current and future proposals across all spheres of
public policy. It can also help identify gaps and recognize opportunities to improve
public policy environments, processes, and outcomes. The Caucus urges elected
officials, advocates, activists, and researchers to utilize the BWB framework, insights
shared in this report, and scorecard as they develop and evaluate public policy.

The Path Forward
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As the report mentions, Black women and our loved ones — including our Black
babies — die disproportionately earlier than others. Black women are continually
denied a living wage, a safe home, health care, disability justice, and more. Despite
this lack of love, Black women continue to be invaluable as cultural workers and
economic drivers. Numerous rights are withheld from us. And yet, Black women
dream of and fight for liberation.
This report provides a roadmap on making Black women’s liberation — and
therefore all liberation — possible. Grounded in the Black Women Best framework, it
offers more than an economic framework. It’s a values statement, an organizing
praxis, and a call to action, demanding the right for Black women to
flourish. Centering Black women in policy is a precondition to promoting collective
prosperity and strengthening our democracy. As such, the Caucus is committed to
advancing the policies prescribed in this report.

INTRODUCTION
As sociologist and McArthur Genius Grant Fellow Dr. Tressie McMillan Cottom says,
“the institution cannot love you.” But can it hate you? Since our country’s founding,
institutions have not been kind to Black women, femmes and girls. From the
distribution and maintenance of unequal power structures, to the institutional
exploitation and disregard for Black lives, to the formulation and implementation of
toxic policy, institutions have had a difficult — and often dangerous — relationship
with Black women. Four centuries of institutional inequities have had dire
consequences for not just Black women, but the economy and our society at large.

Policymakers have the power to reshape institutions in ways that help, not harm,
Black women and therefore uplift everyone. Black Women Best (BWB) is an
inclusive economic framework that leads to widespread prosperity for all people —
as workers, consumers, breadwinners, neighbors, and more. By approaching
economic policymaking with a focus on confronting the tribulations of Black
women, the overall economy will improve, especially for other structurally
4

marginalized communities. Addressing racial and gender discrimination is not
enough, as many systemic issues — including intentional occupational segregation,
the decimation of public benefits, and environmental racism — are at the root of
adverse socioeconomic outcomes for Black women. Taken together, these structural
failings hold back the entire economy, harming Black women most acutely. This
collection of policy pathways presents a BWB legislative agenda and demonstrates
an opportunity to create policy, systems, and institutions that center Black women,
address the longstanding economic challenges we endure, and set us all up to
thrive.
The evidence of institutionalized harm is clear, as socioeconomic outcomes show
instability and hardship for Black women on a range of measures. In housing, for
instance, Black women are more likely to be behind on rent or mortgage payments,
and Black mothers are disproportionately more likely to face eviction. In the labor
market, Black women continue to have the greatest employment losses relative to
the beginning of the pandemic and are overly represented in sectors that are
recovering the slowest, such as childcare and government. Discrimination against
Black women can literally be the difference between life and death as we are three
times more likely to die from pregnancy-related causes than white women. These
outcomes are not individual failures, but institutional ones.
The COVID-19 crisis shines a harsh spotlight on these devastating realities. In all
sectors of the economy and across the country, joblessness, lost incomes, and fragile
employment have left everyone facing uncertainty at best and devastation at worst.
While some progress has been made, a long road to recovery remains, and the
devastation and lack of progress has been especially harmful for Black women.

The latest economic data isn’t unusual. The economic status of Black Americans
more broadly has always been worse than what statistics suggest. In fact, to
understand the realities of institutionalized economic inequity, we must look at the
5

outcomes for Black women. In every economic recession of the last 50 years, Black
women have had higher unemployment rates than white men, and the recovery
rates of Black Americans have been slower than that of the white labor force. We
saw this in the aftermath of the Great Recession: while headline numbers touted
“recovery,” many Black women — and their families and communities — continued
to struggle. It is crucial that we understand that no economic recovery can be
complete if some communities are left behind. The current “recovery” has been
uneven across groups, and Black women’s experience shows the depth of the
problem and the necessity of a tailored response. Employing the Black Women Best
framework in our current struggle and long after the pandemic would demonstrate
a lesson learned.
Centering relief and recovery policies around the needs of Black women and other
vulnerable people is a core tenet of BWB and will ensure an inclusive economy for
everyone. This means involving those communities in identifying needs, developing
policy, and taking action to implement inclusive, equitable solutions. It means
addressing this nation’s longstanding history of economic discrimination — in pay,
education, health care, housing, and wealth accumulation— and ensuring that
everyone can access the resources and opportunities they need to thrive. We can
course correct one of the worst economic downturns in US history for all by
deliberately improving the economic outcomes of traditionally marginalized groups,
starting with Black women. We literally and figuratively cannot afford to resort back
to business as usual.
This report pulls together a compelling and connective legislative agenda that
centers Black women across a variety of issues and topics including economics,
democracy, health, and the environment. In building this report, we have assembled
a blueprint for a mix of audiences, bringing together researchers, policymakers,
organizers, communicators, and advocates from across the country.
A report that works across the intersecting institutions and systems of economy,
democracy, and society to center Black women is perfectly timed for 2022. The
country is still in the midst of a pandemic and economic crisis that has
disproportionately impacted Black women, and we can no longer rely on the status
quo to create a world that works for everyone. The social and economic justice
movement is ready for a message that puts Black women at the forefront while
creating an equitable distribution of power that is necessary for a resilient, growing,
and connected society.1

1

References or data points included in this introduction are cited throughout the report.
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SECTION 1: DEFINING AND CONTEXTUALIZING BLACK
WOMEN BEST
Black women and other structurally marginalized groups have endured — and
continue to endure — an economy that was designed to fail them. The present
moment and our painful past call for transformative policymaking and bold politics.

This report is informed by the Black Women Best (BWB) framework — a
foundational economic framework created by Janelle Jones, the first Black woman
to serve as chief economist at the Department of Labor.2 Black Women Best argues
that when the economy is working for Black women, then it is inherently working for
everyone.3 This framework has the capacity to build a future that is free of structural
inequity and the systemic exclusions that obstruct shared prosperity and well-being.
In the face of deep oppression, Black women have historically led social movements
for justice, organizing their communities and building mutual-aid formations to
practice collective care.4 BWB builds on this legacy, recognizing that securing
economic prosperity for Black women necessitates dismantling every structure of
oppression, thus securing economic prosperity for all people. It recognizes that just
and equitable policy outcomes are only possible when Black women are centered.

Why Black Women Best Is Radically Inclusive
Black women are not monolithic. It’s critically important to note that when we say
“Black women,” we mean cisgender women and transgender women. When we
apply BWB, we acknowledge all structurally marginalized gender identities — such
as non-binary, gender-nonconforming, and other selfhoods that are oppressed by
Carrazana, Chabeli. 2021. “The Labor Department’s first Black woman chief economist has a plan to center racial equity.” 19th
News. https://19thnews.org/2021/02/janelle-jones-labor-department-economist/
3
Bozarth, Kendra, Grace Western, and Janelle Jones. 2020. “Black Women Best: The Framework We Need for an Equitable
Economy.” Roosevelt Institute. https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/RI_Black-Women-Best_IssueBrief202009.pdf
4
Nelson, Eshe. 2021. “The Economist Placing Value on Black Women’s Overlooked Work.” The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/05/business/black-women-economists-nina-banks.html
2
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cisheteronormative patriarchy — thus ensuring that no one is left behind in the
remaking of our economy.
BWB is about putting Black women at the center of policymaking, which means
centering all Black women across every identity that we hold. This includes Black
(im)migrants and undocumented people, Black women who are incarcerated or
formerly incarcerated, queer people, people with disabilities,5 and Black women who
are multiracial or multiethnic.

Oppressors don't just hurt their targets, and the inclusivity that is fundamental to
the Black Women Best framework does not stop with Black women. By being
intentional about undoing structural injustice and repairing harm, we can
collectively heal our economy and society, rebuilding both in ways that will benefit
everyone. The power of BWB is that it uproots oppressive systems — of white
supremacy, capitalism, ableism, sexism, queerphobia, and xenophobia — and in
doing so, demands more for us all.

The Cost of Being a Black Woman
“All Black women have done throughout history is take care of other
people and our worth is in our work. Our worth is seen in our bodies. And
so we are not applauded until we produce something for someone else.
We're not celebrated or validated until we do something for someone
else and so, [our nation continues] that narrative in every way of life.”
~Rev. Dr. Theresa Thames, Princeton University

Throughout this report, we use the terms “disabled people” and “people with disabilities” interchangeably. The use of identity-first
language honors the linguistic shift that self-advocates within the disability community have ushered in over the past years, while
affirming that our community is not a monolith and each of us has a right to self-identify as we so choose.
5
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Black women and other structurally marginalized groups have endured an economy
and society that don’t just exclude and fail us, but that also derive benefit and profit
from our perpetual subjugation. Since the founding of this country — a project made
possible through Black women’s stolen and coerced labor, both as enslaved people
and childbearers — the lives and livelihoods of Black women have only been valued
when we are producing wealth for others. In limiting our ability to thrive, this society
limits our collective thriving. In harming us, we are all harmed.
Willfully inflicted, the costs and consequences of this societal harm are steep.
America has never been and will never be at its best so long as it refuses to allow all
of its people to thrive, starting with those whose lives have been forcibly exploited for
the nation’s entire history.
"The most disrespected person in America is the Black woman.
The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman.
The most neglected person in America is the Black woman."
~Malcom X, May 5, 1962, speech in Los Angeles, CA6

Malcolm X’s words ring as true today as they did more than 50 and even 400 years
ago, as Black women have endured some of the most extreme forms of statesanctioned violence, exploitation, and abandonment throughout U.S. history. Our
limited health, wellbeing, and life outcomes reflect this persistent societal abuse and
sabotage.7

The Fatal Stress of Oppression
As we endure a still-separate and -unequal society — founded on
anti-Blackness, patriarchy, and ableism — we also endure fatal
stress that compounds harm in life-debilitating and -eroding ways.8
In studies that measured allostatic load (AL) — a biomarker that
reflects the long-term biological wear and tear of chronically
elevated cortisol levels and prolonged states of anxiety, resulting in
increased risk of morbidity and premature death — Black women
persistently had the highest and second highest AL scores
World History Archive. 2017. “Malcolm X Speech in Los Angeles.” https://worldhistoryarchive.wordpress.com/2017/02/03/malcolmx-speech-in-los-angeles-may-5-1962/.
7
Chinn, Juanita J., Iman K. Martin and Nicole Redmond. 2021. “Health Equity Among Black Women in the United States.” Journal
of Women's Health. https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/jwh.2020.8868.
8
American Psychological Association. “Fact Sheet: Health Disparities and Stress.” https://www.apa.org/topics/racism-biasdiscrimination/health-disparities-stress.
6
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regardless of age or socioeconomic status.910 Additionally, Black
women consistently have higher rates of chronic conditions, such as
hypertension, heart disease, and thyroid disorders, than all of their
racialized counterparts.11
Black pregnant people in the United States — regardless of
socioeconomic status or educational background — are three times
as likely to die during pregnancy or from complications after birth
than their white, non-Hispanic counterparts.12 And despite having
comparable, if not lower, developmental risk in most cancer
categories, Black women are the most likely to die once diagnosed,
for all cancers, than non-black women.13
Research looking at telomere length — another biomarker of stressrelated aging — found that stress and economic hardship played a
significant role in prematurely aging Black women, biologically
making them 7.5 years “older” than white women despite being the
same age.14
“Time is fundamental to health promotion and human agency, as in
having time to exercise and maintain social relationships. Further,
scarcity in time is related to stress and illness. Time is also racialized,
such that racial/ethnic minorities often have less free time and suffer
a
time
penalty
in
multiple
facets
of
life.”
~Dr. Gilbert C. Gee et al., Racism and the Life Course: Taking Time
Seriously15
Despite having the highest labor participation rate amongst their other racialized
counterparts,16 Black women — when we’re not being overlooked or shut out of the

Moore, Justin X., Malcolm S. Bevel, Stella Aslibekyan, and Tomi Akinyemiju. 2021. “Temporal changes in allostatic load patterns
by age, race/ethnicity, and gender among the US adult population; 1988-2018.” Preventive medicine, 147, 106483.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8826516/.
10
Geronimus, A. T., Hicken, M., Keene, D., & Bound, J. 2006. "Weathering" and age patterns of allostatic load scores among blacks
and White s in the United States.” American journal of public health, 96(5), 826–833.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1470581/.
11
National Center for Health Statistics. “NHANES survey methods and analytic guidelines.”
https://wwwn.cdc.gov/nchs/nhanes/analyticguidelines.aspx.
12
Office of Minority Health & Health Equity (OMHHE). Centers for Disease Control. “Working Together to Reduce Black Maternal
Mortality.” https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/features/maternal-mortality/index.html.
13
Office of Minority Health & Health Equity (OMHHE). “Cancer and African Americans.”
https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/features/maternal-mortality/index.html
14
Geronimus, Arline T., Margaret T. Hicken, Jay A. Pearson, Sarah J. Seahols, Kelly L. Brown, and Tracey D. Cruz. 2010. “Do US
Black Women Experience Stress-Related Accelerated Biological Aging?: A Novel Theory and First Population-Based Test of BlackWhite Differences in Telomere Length.” Human nature (Hawthorne, N.Y.), 21(1), 19–38.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2861506/.
15
Gee, Gilbert C., Anna Hing, Selina Mohammed, Derrick C. Tabor, and David R. Willams. 2019. “Racism and the Life Course:
Taking Time Seriously.” American Journal of Public Health, 109(1), 43-47. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6356137/.
16
Holder, Michelle. 2020. “The Double Gap and the Bottom Line: African American Women’s Wage Gap and Corporate Profits.”
Roosevelt Institute. https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/RI_DoubleGap_Report_202003.pdf.
9
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market17 — are consistently paid less for our work.18 Additionally, we’re largely steered
toward and confined within occupational industries that often pay poverty wages
and offer inadequate benefits — if any at all — as well as cultivate precarious work
environments.19 The annual median salary for Black women in the United States is
$43,209,20 which amounts to $7,773 less than the median annual pay for all women
employed in the U.S. ($50,982),21 all the while facing higher unemployment and
poverty rates than the U.S. average for women. Black women are also more likely to
be the head of the household than their racialized counterparts, effectively
supporting more dependents while being paid some of the lowest salaries in the
nation with the least amount of accumulated wealth and resources.

Living at the intersection of marginalized identities means that Black women must
withstand overlapping and compounding burdens and barriers. To have our
marginalization multiplied is to have our trauma — of stolen income, wealth,
resources, and autonomy — magnified, which is then overlaid by the distress of
stolen people, land, years and quality of life.
The cumulative scarcity of time — whether it be long daily work commutes, holding
multiple low-wage jobs to make ends meet,22 a total lack of control over one’s work
schedule,23 or ongoing wage and benefit theft — is a major driver of Black women’s
limited life expectancy.24 Despite being a younger subset of the U.S. women

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Labor force characteristics by race and ethnicity.” 2020. https://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/raceand-ethnicity/2020/home.htm.
18
National Partnership for Women and Families. “Black Women and the Wage Gap.” 2021. https://www.nationalpartnership.org/ourwork/resources/economic-justice/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf.
19
Akhtar, Allana. 2019. “Lower pay, more harassment: How work in America failed women of color in the 2010s.” Business Insider.
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-work-is-failing-women-of-color-2019-10.
20
National Partnership for Women and Families. 2021. “Black Women and the Wage Gap.”
https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/economic-justice/fair-pay/african-american-women-wage-gap.pdf.
21
National Partnership for Women and Families. 2022. “America’s Women and the Wage Gap.”
https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/economic-justice/fair-pay/americas-women-and-the-wage-gap.pdf.
22
Marte, Jonnelle and Mutikani, Lucia. 2021. “Share of U.S. workers holding multiple jobs is rising, new Census report shows.”
Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-economy-multiple-jobs/share-of-u-s-workers-holding-multiple-jobs-is-rising-newcensus-report-shows-idUSKBN2AH2PI.
23
Washington Center for Equitable Growth. 2016. “Are unpredictable schedules harming U.S. workers’ health?”
https://equitablegrowth.org/unpredictable-schedules-us-workers-health/.
24
Gee, Gilbert C. et al. 2019. “Racism and the Life Course: Taking Time Seriously.” American journal of public health vol. 109(1) 43S47. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6356137/.
17
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population,2526 Black women are predicted, at birth, to have a lifespan five years
shorter than Hispanic and non-Hispanic white women.27

Furthermore, Black women and their families live in segregated communities that
have been economically disinvested, excluded, and exploited,28 with homes whose
property values have been artificially devalued.29 These disparities are not the result
of poor choices by Black women but of the poor, unjust options and values
apportioned to them by an oppressive society.30 To properly redress, equity
necessitates that we ask who benefits from the status quo arrangement and
spotlight who bears the burden of these unjust policies and practices. Living in a
male-centered, white supremacist, ableist society means that Black women, and the
broader Black community have been, by design, forced to generationally amass the
pernicious burdens and consequences of a fundamentally inequitable society while
remaining the longstanding foundation and means for its economic, political, and
cultural success. The benefits and privileges of this social structure almost
exclusively, albeit discriminately, accrue to white households, businesses, and
communities. As the renowned philosopher Jiddu Krishnamurti aptly concluded: “It
is no measure of health to be well-adjusted to a profoundly sick society.”31 The U.S.
will never realize the “American Dream,” nor prove its democratic experiment, until it
remedies its original sins and finally confers the same level of opportunity, resources,
quality of life, dignity, and liberty to the long-denied citizenry it still voraciously and
viciously marginalizes, maligns, and exploits.

Data Commons. 2019. “Median age by gender: places within the United States of America.” Google.
https://datacommons.org/tools/timeline#&place=country/USA,geoId/06,geoId/48,geoId/12,geoId/36,geoId/42&statsVar=Median_Age
_Person_Female__Median_Age_Person_Male.
26
Chinn, Juanita J., Iman K. Martin. and Nicole Redmond. 2021. “Health Equity Among Black Women in the United States.” Journal
of Women's Health. https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/jwh.2020.8868.
27
Arias, Elizabeth et al. 2020. “Provisional Life Expectancy Estimates for January through June, 2020.” Vital Statistics Rapid
Release, Report #010. National Center for Health Statistics. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/VSRR10-508.pdf.
28
Frederick, Rejane. 2018. “The Environment That Racism Built: The Impact of Place on Maternal and Infant Health.” The Center for
American Progress. https://www.americanprogress.org/article/environment-racism-built/
29
Perry, Andre M., Jonathan Rothwell, and David Harshbarger. 2018. “The devaluation of assets in Black neighborhoods.”
Brookings Institute. https://www.brookings.edu/research/devaluation-of-assets-in-black-neighborhoods/.
30
Holder, Michelle. 2020. “The Double Gap and the Bottom Line: African American Women’s Wage Gap and Corporate Profits.”
Roosevelt Institute. https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/RI_DoubleGap_Report_202003.pdf.
31
Vonnegut, Mark. 1975. The Eden Express. Praeger.
25
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“Two hundred fifty years of slavery. Ninety years of Jim Crow. Sixty years
of separate but equal. Thirty-five years of racist housing policy. Until we
reckon with our compounding moral debts, America will never be
whole.”
~Ta-Nehesi Coates, The Case for Reparations32
As this report demonstrates, the corrective approach must transcend the scale,
scope, and magnitude of the discriminant and extractive policies and practices that
created and maintain these disparities. As Anne Price lifts up in her “Don’t Fixate on
the Racial Wealth Gap” report,33 it is futile for policymakers to singularly focus their
time, energy, and resources on just closing the racial gap — whether it be wealth,
health, housing, or education — if they are unwilling to uproot and dismantle the
primary causes of these inequities. Specifically, “we need a new approach to reassess
and reimagine the rules, policies, and mental models that uphold anti-Blackness,
which is the devaluing and de-humanizing of people who are Black.”34 Black Women
Best is such an approach, offering a framework35 that works to dismantle structural
inequity and build up fully realized — and truly shared — prosperity.

Cultural Considerations to Enhance the Power of Black Women
Best
Black Women Best is more than a policy and political framework— it’s a values
statement, an organizing praxis, and a call to action. BWB compels us to move
beyond restrictive white supremacist and capitalist modes of being, relating with
one another, and studying the world around us. Those in power have long presented
the inequity, instability, and violence we collectively navigate as inevitable and even
necessary. We are told that in capitalism there must always be winners and losers,
forcing us to labor under conditions that crush our bodies and spirits to access lifesustaining resources that are increasingly captured by corporations and rationed by
the state. BWB is a point of departure, challenging us to craft narratives that break
free of the discursive parameters set by racial capitalism and transform our
understanding of wealth, health, and freedom.

Coates, Ta-Nahisi. 2014. “The Case for Reparations.” The Atlantic. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/thecase-for-reparations/361631/.
33
Anne Price. 2020. “Don’t Fixate on the Racial Wealth Gap: Focus on Undoing Its Root Causes.” Roosevelt Institute.
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/publications/dont-fixate-on-the-racial-wealth-gap-focus-on-undoing-its-root-causes/
34
Ibid.
35
BWB, and the overall history of Black women-led labor, civil rights, and justice movements, mirrors the internationally recognized
targeted universalism conceptual framework coined by the Othering and Belonging Institute at the University of California, Berkeley.
32
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While the next section of the report will examine the policy applications of BWB
more specifically, here we explore the narrative and cultural context needed to
understand the framework fully. Using wealth as an example, we probe the
provocations BWB activates and call for an expansive vision of wealth and lift up the
narratives that will help us tell our economic story anew.

Expanding the Definition of Wealth and Reassessing How We Measure It
Policymakers committed to redressing economic oppression have rightly focused
on the need to build wealth for Black women. But first, society as a whole must
broaden its understanding of what that means and what it requires. Wealth is
typically presented in terms of capital, but BWB is more interested in what wealth
confers — such as agency and security — than in material wealth accumulation as
an end in and of itself. When we look past material wealth, we see everything that
wealth provides: the wealth of autonomy, of agency, of a legacy, of time. What if we
leaned into radical imagination in our considerations of Black women’s wealth?
What if we allowed Black women to define wealth for themselves, creating an entry
point from which the conversation can be built on over time?
BWB centers ensuring economic prosperity for Black women, our families, our
communities, and our society. While this includes eliminating the barriers to
traditional forms of wealth-building Black women face, it also means investing in
community-based systems and formations that support people and their wellbeing.
As a financial asset, wealth provides a buffer against the unpredictability of life, but it
also functions as an emotional and physical asset. People use wealth to build
intergenerational security and resiliency, investing in education, entrepreneurship,
home ownership, and more. They also use it to navigate unexpected circumstances,
such as job loss or illness, and to secure literal safety — by leaving an abusive
relationship, for example.
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When we expand the definition of wealth, we see how much our current systems
and institutions cost Black women — and us all. Rather than being at the whim of an
economy that drastically shifts expectations and compounds pressures, we need an
economy that is human-centered, offering self-determination and opportunity while
affirming our interdependence.
Quantitatively, BWB requires clear and concise measures of the many facets of Black
women’s wealth. Our government has failed to prioritize intersectional analyses that
would convey the “official” snapshot of Black women’s assets. This failure to
accurately measure and make public the current state of Black women’s wealth
points to a devaluing of the problem and an unwillingness — even an adversity— to
provide adequate solutions.

The Distributional Financial Accounts36 provide estimates of wealth distribution by
race, gender, age, generation, education, and income, but they do not provide
intersectional data. These data would allow policymakers to better understand not
just the level of material wealth held by Black women across all of our identities, but
also the share of aggregate wealth held by Black women households. The St. Louis
Federal Reserve provides a detailed analysis of the gender37 and racial38 wealth gaps,
but it does not provide an analysis at their intersection.

Federal Reserve. 2021. “DFA: Distributional Financial Accounts.” https://www.federalreserve.gov/releases/z1/dataviz/dfa/
Hernandez Kent, Ana, and Lowell Ricketts. 2021. “Gender Wealth Gap: Families Headed by Women Have Lower Wealth.”
https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/in-the-balance/2021/gender-wealth-gap-families-women-lower-wealth
38
Emmons, William R., Ana Hernandez Kent, and Lowell Ricketts. 2019. “Just How Severe Is America’s Racial Wealth Gap?”
https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2019/october/how-severe-americas-racial-wealth-gap
36
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Scholars have supplemented39 the federal government’s lacking analyses with
thoughtful evaluations and valuable insights. These findings reveal a grim reality for
Black women’s wealth, but we cannot overcome this reality without an intentional,
in-depth exploration of its magnitude. We can’t fix a problem if we don’t know the
extent of its devastation. When we better understand the state of Black women’s
wealth and its numerous dimensions, we can better implement a BWB legislative
agenda in ways that will allow us to reclaim not just financial resources, but
everything else that access to wealth confers, including our time, energy, and
agency.

We Are the Protagonists: Shifting the Narrative
Achieving Black women’s economic wellbeing will take more than strong policy
change — it demands an intentional, long-term narrative shift. From our country’s
inception, U.S. politicians and society at large have cultivated, adopted, and
perpetuated harmful myths about Black women.
These narratives – our shared cultural understandings, frames of reference, and
mental models — play an integral role in both policymaking and public response.
Thus, BWB cannot be fully understood nor successfully applied without uprooting
the violent worldviews that serve to justify oppressive systems and building
liberatory narratives in their stead.

For instance, our social safety net policies over the past five decades have been
driven by President Ronald Reagan’s “welfare queen”40 narrative campaign, an
inaccurate trope targeted at Black women as a way to justify the decimation of
welfare benefits. This narrative has successfully reinforced a toxic ideology that
Zaw, Khaing, Jhumpa Bhattacharya, Anne Price, Darrick Hamilton, and William Darity, Jr. 2017. “Women, Race, and Wealth.”
https://www.insightcced.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/January2017_ResearchBriefSeries_WomenRaceWealth-Volume1Pages.pdf
40
Covert, Bryce. 2019. “The Myth of the Welfare Queen.” https://newrepublic.com/article/154404/myth-welfare-queen
39
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places the onus of poverty solely on the individual, rather than examining and
acknowledging the societal and political decisions that force a person into poverty in
the first place.
“The welfare queen has deep historical roots and is one of the most
enduring, racist, and sexist stereotypes that has slithered its way to
permanency and perceived truth within the American consciousness. It
says that Black women are cheats, lazy, promiscuous, inept, and need to
be tamed in order to get work out of them, and therefore don’t deserve
help or concern.”41
Black women today are still seen as “cheats” and are scapegoated as the main
(undeserving) beneficiaries of government aid, despite the fact that white Americans
have always comprised the largest share of welfare recipients.42
Reagan is merely one stop in a long — and bipartisan — tradition of policymakers
casting Black women as criminals out to scam the system while intentionally
ignoring the inequitable systems that hold Black women back from maintaining
economic security and building wealth.
Black women’s progress in the professional world is stymied by the stereotype of the
“angry Black woman,” a concept stemming from chattel slavery that is still
prominent today.43 This belief that Black women are louder, more challenging and
overall ill-tempered has been proven to hold Black women back in the workplace,
with researchers finding44 that when a Black woman expresses anger, many are
more likely to view it as a personality flaw rather than the result of a precipitating
event.
As Dorothy E. Roberts has investigated,45 this discrimination extends to parenting as
well, with Black women seen as “bad parents” and more likely to display criminal
behavior compared to their peers of other races. This narrative drives inequities in
the child welfare system, with most white children who enter the system allowed to
stay with their families while most Black children are removed from theirs.
According to PBS, “Once removed from their homes, [B]lack children remain in

Bhattacharya, Jhumpa, Aisha Nyandoro, and Anne Price. 2020. “If Black Lives Matter, the ‘Welfare Queen’ Myth Must Go.” The
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Motro, Daphna, Jonathan B. Evans, Aleksander P.J. Ellis, and Lehman Benson III. 2022. “The ‘Angry Black Woman’ Stereotype
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foster care longer, are moved more often, receive fewer services, and are less likely to
be either returned home or adopted than any other children.”46
We can see this play out today in everything from the abysmal income and material
wealth gaps Black women face to the constant challenges to their credibility — even
when they’ve reached the top of their professions. Most recently, backlash quickly
emerged to President Biden’s decision to nominate the first Black woman to the
Supreme Court (SCOTUS), including that of a professor’s public assertion that any
Black woman would be “lesser”47 to a man.
As of the writing of this report, the SCOTUS debate is ongoing, but we know that the
nomination process will be rife with unfair and unjust critiques that are borne from
racist and sexist narratives. Dr. Lisa Cook experienced similar attacks during the
selection proceedings for her to serve on the Federal Reserve Board of Governors,
despite being eminently qualified.48 The BWB framework requires Black women to
be decision-makers and power-holders as we remake our economy. The Black
women most harmed by past and current policy choices should be the ones
rewriting them, and we must also ensure that more Black women, who are
accountable to directly impacted communities, serve in high-level policy roles. This
includes legislators, court justices, and heads of agencies. The Congressional Caucus
on Black Women and Girls (CCBWG) co-led by Rep. Bonnie Watson Coleman, Rep.
Robin Kelly, and Rep. Yvette Clarke is the first congressional caucus that focuses
specifically on the unique needs of Black women and girls; Rep. Maxine Waters is the
first Black person and woman to chair the House Financial Services Committee,49
and she’s driving transformational policies; Sandra Thompson was nominated to
lead the Federal Housing Finance Agency and would be the first Black woman to
lead there, if confirmed;50 and Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Secretary
Marcia L. Fudge is incorporating intersectionality in her push for affordable housing.51
Having Black women leaders, with demonstrated commitments to equity, at the
helm of these institutions will drive inclusive growth, ensuring that the whole of the
nation is lifted.
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False narratives hurt Black women’s economic wellbeing and limit their political
power. To achieve an economy, democracy, and society that fosters the success of
Black women — and of us all — we must rewrite these narratives, leading with
radical and righteous truths.
BWB requires policymakers to remove barriers to wealth building — and to
dismantle systems of wealth extraction52 — for Black women through the myriad
policy proposals outlined in the next section of this report. It also requires that we
abandon antiquated narratives based on scarcity and scapegoating and instead
operate in abundance and truth — creating resources and providing support to help
Black women, and everyone, thrive.

The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting recession — and our government’s failure to
provide a targeted response — laid bare the ways that structural racism and white
supremacist capitalist cisheternormative patriarchy hurt Black women, people of
color, and our society as a whole.53 We know that inequality is never an outcome of
individual behavior; it is always the result of policy and cultural choices. By centering
Black women in our economic decisions and rewriting our stories, we can uproot
systemic injustice and build toward necessary structural change for everyone. If we
make the road by walking it,54 guaranteed income is one of the clearest policy
pathways we have for demonstrating the collective strength of a Black Women Best
legislative agenda.
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SECTION 2: POLICY PATHWAYS ROOTED IN BLACK
WOMEN BEST
In this section, we demonstrate the comprehensiveness of Black Women Best
through a set of policy problems, solutions, and considerations — all with Black
women at the center, as is necessary if our nation is to ever achieve an equitable and
just economy. This collection and the proposals offered are not exhaustive. Notably,
every policy pathway was written by one or multiple Black women authors, and each
section touches on problem definition, policy approaches or recommendations, and
implications. We have purposely kept redundancies throughout so that issue
sections can stand alone.

POLICY PATHWAY: PROVIDING GUARANTEED INCOME
Policy Overview
A guaranteed income is an unconditional monthly cash payment given directly to
individuals — with no restrictions on how the money can be spent and no work
requirements imposed for qualification. Pilots and ongoing programs generally
distribute between $500 and $1,000 in funds, but we can imagine larger amounts.
As currently structured, payments are meant to supplement, rather than replace, the
existing social safety net. When targeted by income, these payments can be a
critical tool for improving racial and gender equity, as women and Black and brown
Americans are more likely to live in poverty. The scaling up of a national guaranteed
income program should be paired with a complete reimagining of public benefits
administration in the U.S. This report explores some of these transformative ideas in
the “Safeguarding Public Benefits” section on page 95.
Guaranteed income is rooted in a history of racial justice. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
called for guaranteed income as the simplest and most effective solution to poverty,
the Black Panther Party included guaranteed income in their platform for economic
justice, and Black women led the charge on the proposal through the work of
Johnnie Tillmon and the National Welfare Rights Organization.
Currently, many guaranteed income pilots are privately funded. To scale the idea up
to a national policy, guaranteed income payments would be funded and distributed
by the federal government. Policy related to guaranteed income is nascent, due to a
longstanding hesitation among many Members of Congress to align themselves
20

with an idea that has traditionally been thought of as “radical” – trusting poor people
to make their own financial choices without restrictions and heavy bureaucracy.
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the idea of unrestricted cash into a bipartisan
conversation, with a shared understanding that when constituents are dealing with
an unparalleled health and economic crisis, that getting them help quickly and
efficiently must be the government's priority. A prominent example is the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, which provided families
with economic impact payments and demonstrated legislative movement to
advance a more comprehensive guaranteed income policy. Our government can
and must prevent people from falling into poverty by building a floor beneath which
no one in this country should fall.
This shift has proven what advocates of guaranteed income have been saying for
years – cash works. For instance, an analysis of the impacts of stimulus checks found
that due to the most recent checks between December of 2020 and April of 2021,
food insufficiency fell by over 40 percent, financial instability fell by 45 percent, and
adverse mental health symptoms fell by 20 percent.55

Policy Recommendations: A Federal Legislative Approach
As attitudes have evolved in favor of guaranteed income, with recent polling56
indicating a bipartisan majority of voters support it, potential policy solutions have
emerged. We explore three such proposals below:
●

Rep. Bonnie Watson Coleman’s Guaranteed Income Pilot Program Act (HR
4342).57 As outlined by the Congresswoman’s office: The Guaranteed Income
Pilot Program of 2021 would establish a three-year nationwide pilot program
that gives a monthly support payment to individual taxpayers implemented
by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).58
○

The pilot program created by the bill would distribute monthly cash
payments to included participants in amounts equal to fair market rent
for a 2-bedroom home in their zip code, or a similar amount to be

Cooney, Patrick, and H. Luke Shaefer. 2021. “Material Hardship and Mental Health Following the Covid-19 Relief Bill and
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determined by the Secretary of Health and Human Services, with
payments arriving on or near the 15th day of each month.

●

○

Payments to participants made through the pilot program would not
be considered when determining eligibility for federal or federally
assisted state or local assistance programs, including the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Medicaid.

○

The bill requires HHS to work with a non-profit academic or research
institution with experience in mixed-method experimental design to
support development of the pilot program and ensure measurable
results.

○

The pilot program would include 12,000 individuals, including a control
group of 6,000, to allow comparison of economic security for the
families involved at the end of the three-year period.

○

The bill requires HHS, the Internal Revenue Service, and the designated
research institution to provide an interim report on the pilot program’s
outcomes within 24 months of implementation, and a final report
within 12 months of the program’s conclusion.

The expanded Child Tax Credit. The U.S. had a version of a guaranteed income
for much of last year through this program starting in July, when most
parents in America (covering 88 percent of children) began receiving up to
$300 a month. The Build Back Better bill would extend it through this year,
and several Congressional leaders and organizations are pushing for it to be
made permanent. The Build Back Better legislation has already passed the
House, but faces obstruction by Senate GOP and Sen. Joe Manchin.
○

Since the expanded CTC began, data shows significant decreases59 in
food insecurity and child poverty, lifting three million kids from poverty
after just one payment.60 In September, more than 400 economists
signed a letter61 to the Biden Administration endorsing a permanent
extension of the policy, including full refundability to ensure that the
lowest income families can receive it.
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●

○

Parents spent their first few CTC checks on covering basic needs: the
most common uses of the first two CTC payments were purchasing
food for their family (51 percent), followed by paying essential bills (36
percent), and paying for clothing and other essentials for their children
(30 percent).62

○

While the expansion of the CTC is in limbo, conservatives and moderate
Democrats like Sen. Joe Manchin63 have indicated a desire to attach
work requirements to the policy. In fact, recent studies64 have shown
that direct cash programs like the CTC don’t discourage employment,
and often result in people working more because they are able to afford
full-time childcare. According to an analysis65 by the Center on Budget
and Policy Priorities, work requirements would exclude children in the
most vulnerable families and expose them to ongoing severe hardship.

A Guaranteed Income for the 21st Century, authored by Naomi Zewde, Kyle
Strickland, Kelly Capatosto, Ari Glogower and Darrick Hamilton.66 The proposal
offers a reconfiguration of the tax code to eliminate poverty overnight
through a federal guaranteed income: “We propose that the federal
government use its most powerful fiscal tool, the U.S. tax code, to guarantee
income and promote economic security for all families, especially
communities of color who have been marginalized by our current economic
system. A substantial overhaul and extension of the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC), including the elimination of wage earning requirements to qualify,
would serve as a vehicle to eliminate poverty, build economic equity and lift
more families to the middle class. Our proposal to implement a progressive
tax code to fund a guaranteed income for families who earn low incomes
would essentially eliminate poverty, as designated by federal poverty-level
determinations, in America.” As outlined in the report:
○

The proposal eliminates wage earning requirements and dramatically
extends the negative income tax feature of the EITC to guarantee
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income, thus reducing poverty and lifting more families to the middle
class.
○

A maximum refund would equal the poverty level for households
earning $0, with a sliding scale from that point until phasing out at
approximately the national median household income, at $50,000 or
$70,000, respectively. Every individual adult is qualified to receive
annual monetary support of up to $12,500, regardless of their
household composition or filing status. Families with children will also
receive an additional grant for every child.

○

This program would provide a substantial level of economic support to
Americans who need it most by guaranteeing every individual an
income above the federal poverty line. Every individual adult is qualified
to receive annual monetary support of up to $12,500, regardless of their
household composition or filing status. Every household will also
receive an additional support of up to $4,500 per child.

○

The support would be provided in monthly installments, with no wageearning requirement to qualify. The proposal is designed to
supplement, not replace, the existing social safety net. It would lift all
households—both wage-earning and non-wage-earning—out of
poverty and lift millions more to the middle class.

○

Among the nearly 14 million U.S. households in poverty (pre-pandemic),
all would be lifted above the poverty line after implementing the
proposed guaranteed income program, virtually eliminating poverty in
this country.

○

Among the over 25 million households just above poverty (working
poor), most would be elevated to above two times the poverty line. Of
the 7.3 million white households in poverty (representing
approximately 8 percent of white households), the guaranteed income
policy would lift each household out of poverty. Most (5.7 million, 78
percent) would be bumped up to the next poverty category, between
100 and 200 percent of the federal poverty level, while the remaining 1.6
million would reach more than 200 percent of poverty level.

○

Among Black households at baseline, a far greater share are currently
below the poverty line, approximately 18 percent, or 3.6 million
households. Each of these households would be lifted out of poverty,
with most (2.96 million) between 100 and 200 percent of poverty.
24

Black Women Best in Action Through a Guaranteed Income
In recent years, a number of programs with a focus on uplifting Black women
through a guaranteed income have emerged. The longest-running of these is the
Magnolia Mother’s Trust (MMT), a program of Springboard to Opportunities. In 2018,
MMT began distributing $1,000 per month for one year to extremely-low income
Black mothers living in subsidized housing in Jackson, Mississippi. Participating
women had an average annual income of $12,000, so the program effectively
doubled their income. Still, many remained under the poverty line, showing how far
we must come to truly support the economic health of Black women living in
poverty.
Now entering its fourth cohort, MMT has supported several hundred mothers, and
the results are clear – this program works. The payments of 2020’s cohort were
distributed fully during the COVID-19 pandemic, which helped recipients meet their
basic needs during the financial chaos of 2020. The mothers’ ability to pay all of their
bills on time increased from 27 percent to 83 percent, the percentage of mothers
who had money saved for emergencies increased from 40 percent to 88 percent,
and mothers reported an increase from 64 percent to 81 percent in their ability to
have enough money for food.

The Magnolia Mother’s Trust is the vision of Aisha Nyandoro, CEO of Springboard to
Opportunities, along with a group of women in the Springboard community. By
designing the program collaboratively with those who would be served by it, MMT
offers a framework for building policies based on those who are affected – a privilege
that has never been afforded until now to poor Black women. Centering recipients,
rather than think tank leaders or politicians, in policy design serves to shift racist and
sexist narratives that have guided much of our nation’s policy creation for far too
long. It also helps recipients to change their own visions of themselves, and for the
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first time be encouraged to dream, hope and plan for a future they previously
thought impossible.
Too often, policy is created with a strictly transactional approach. This fails to take
into account the many ways in which policies shape how marginalized groups like
poor Black women see themselves.

Policy Paired with Empathy: Stories from the Black Women Who
Have Benefited from Guaranteed Income through the Magnolia
Mother’s Trust
Central to Black Women Best is listening to and following the
leadership of Black women, especially those who are living through
and are most harmed by structural oppression. They know what
they need to get ahead, and they have a strong vision for the
systemic solutions necessary to end poverty and inequality.
Elsie, a mother of two, describes how taking part in the first round
of the program still affects her years later: “I was in the very first
round of the Magnolia Mother’s Trust, which started three years
ago. So it’s been about two years since I stopped getting the
guaranteed income payments, but the program allowed me to do so
much that’s still benefiting me now. I was able to move out of
subsidized housing and into my own place, I was able to get a more
reliable car.”67
I’esha was able to use the expanded CTC and her guaranteed
income to pay her bills after a high-risk pregnancy forced her to quit
her job being on her feet all day as a hotel cleaning supervisor. She
offered her hope that national leaders will offer long-term solutions
to support families like hers: “If I could talk to President Biden, I
would tell him that he should make the child tax credit permanent,
because so many people are still unemployed and the pandemic is
not over. And people need help even without a pandemic going
on.”68
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Chephirah spoke about how the money both allowed her to cover
her financial obligations and enjoy quality time with her daughter:
“The money has also helped me cover my monthly bills, and get
caught up on some old debts. It also helps to pay for things like my
daughter’s school books. And then she wanted to have a dinner for
her birthday, and I wouldn’t have had the ability to pay for that
before the program. But with the Magnolia money and my dad
helping out, I was able to do that, and have everyone come out and
show love to her.”69
Johnnie was able to use her guaranteed income to cover her bills
when schools went fully remote and she had no one to look after
her young daughter for daily online schooling: “During the
pandemic, it was really hard for me because it was mandatory for
me to go to work, but then my daughter was home from school and
I didn’t have anyone to be there to help her. I also didn’t have
internet at home, so I had to pay to get that so that she could do her
school work online. It was really a struggle for both of us. But I
didn’t have any options, so I had to quit my job to help my baby.”70
Nikki suffers from sickle cell anemia, which often affects Black
women and has left her unable to work but still needing to provide
for her two kids. The MMT money gave her the resources to cover
her bills so she can focus on her health. “I have three different kinds
of pain medications I take on a daily basis. I’m really careful about
the meds, because a lot of people with sickle cell end up addicted to
pain meds. And I can’t let that happen, I’ve got two kids to take care
of. But the pain — oh my goodness, it is so intense. It is something I
wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. Some nights, the pain is so bad I
cry myself to sleep… It has left me disabled, so I can’t work. I’m in
and out of the hospital, especially during the winter time. So it’s
hard that I can’t work now. I had been working since graduating
high school.”71
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As the stories72 of the Magnolia Mother’s Trust make clear, needs are individual, but
cash is universal. Guaranteed income is not a panacea for the many ways in which
our systems are designed to fail Black women, but it does offer a flexible, effective,
and swift way to alleviate economic anxiety and build financial resilience. It allows
recipients to exist as their full selves instead of only as a vehicle to maximize paid
labor. It affords them the invaluable opportunity to recognize that they are good
caretakers, and that the blame for the failure to support families in this country falls
squarely at the feet of policymakers — not parents.

Black Women and Their Views on Wealth
Guaranteed income and wealth creation are not synonymous. Guaranteed income
provides income stability, which in turn provides the economic liberation necessary
for individuals to plan their future. Part of centering Black women is recognizing that
we are not a monolith, a fact that is missing from many conversations at the
policymaking and thought leadership levels.
"What you own minus what you owe,” is the most basic definition of wealth, but this
definition is not universally applicable. For many Black women who do not own
assets or have the ability to make a living wage due to pay inequities, that definition
excludes them from a conversation that should instead center them. In this limiting
definition, many Black women are erased from the conversation before it even
starts. When having a conversation about traditional definitions of wealth, one
mother within the Magnolia Mother’s Trust asked, “How am I supposed to have three
months’ worth of savings, when before I didn’t even have money left at the end of
the month?”73
The women who take part in the Magnolia Mother’s Trust do not view wealth as a
diverse stock portfolio or a robust college savings account. When asked about her
definition of wealth, one mother said, “it’s having a garage with a door that closes so
that I can be home but no one else knows it.” Another mother said, “it’s knowing that
if something happened to me, my family would have the funds needed to pay for my
burial expenses.” Wealth is a sense of agency, of having something that is one’s own.
Wealth means not having to answer to anyone after a lifetime of being controlled by
our country’s paternalistic approach to the social safety net.
Many mothers in the program view wealth as the ability to escape subsidized
housing and to own a home of their own. But even if they are able to achieve that
72
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dream, the results of homeownership for them will not be the same as their white
counterparts. As the “Still Running Up the Down Escalator” report lays out,74 the
homeownership deck is stacked against Black people, especially Black women. For
instance, despite having higher credit scores, Black women are 256 percent more
likely to receive a subprime mortgage than a white man with the same financial
profile.
This is not to say that we should discourage homeownership amongst Black women.
Rather, we should adopt programs and policies to lower barriers for them. But such
mechanisms, despite being historically viewed as sure-fire paths to building wealth,
are structurally incapable of delivering for most Black women.
To redefine wealth, we must first expand its definition. Read more in the “Cultural
Considerations to Enhance the Power of Black Women Best” section above on p. 12.
We cannot only tailor our messages and outreach to Black Americans who occupy
the elite spaces of politics and policy. We must also incorporate the perspectives of
the Black women who are so often excluded from these discussions. What is wealth
to them? How can our policymakers better support them achieving their own
definitions of wealth? How do we right the structures that will keep them from
achieving that vision? How do we tie this to a cohesive vision of what wealth looks
like for the Black community?
By answering these questions, we can build the strategy that finally brings wealth to
Black women across the socioeconomic spectrum.

POLICY PATHWAY: ENSURING WEALTH AND GENERATIONAL
STABILITY
According to Dr. William “Sandy” Darity, “wealth begets wealth, and a lack of wealth
begets a lack of wealth.”75 Despite decades of progress following the civil rights
movement of the mid-20th century, Black American women continue to face
barriers to economic prosperity. Pillars of economic stability evade Black women
whose coerced and unpaid labor built the foundation of the nation’s financial
strength.76 For centuries, thousands of public policies, from the Head Rights
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System77 of 1779 to the CARES Act of 2020,78 facilitated economic security for white
people while simultaneously systematizing economic insecurity for Black women.
Importantly, many of the nation’s ostensibly ”race-neutral” policies, especially New
Deal solutions, in fact perpetuated and cemented racial inequality79 by denying
Black people an equitable opportunity to thrive. It is long past time to implement
race-conscious solutions that rectify the historical failings of the nation’s economic
policies and to place Black women on more solid economic footing. Instituting
equity-based remedies to prior policies that favored white people is in the best
interest of Black women and our families, and these policies will propel the economy
forward for everyone.

Today, at the median, white households have 90 percent more wealth than Black
households.80 In fact, they hold 84 percent of all household wealth in the U.S.,
compared to just 4 percent for Black households.81 The disparities are even greater
once gender is factored in. In fact, single white males under the age of 35 have 224.2
times the wealth of similarly aged Black women who hold just $101 in wealth on
average.82 While the disparities decrease as people age, the wealth held by Black
women continues to substantially trail the wealth held by white men. The policies
that are responsible for these disparities are not only a barrier to progress for Black
women and their families; they stymie economic growth for everyone.
Library of Virginia. “Headrights (VA-Notes).” https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/va4_headrights.htm.
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America’s economic crises typically position those with assets to recover from
downturns at faster rates. The last two crises are no different. For example, the
families that held stocks and bonds weathered the Great Recession more favorably
and saw their assets skyrocket during its recovery.83 These families were mostly
wealthy and white.
Building wealth, in the traditional sense of the word, in the U.S. depends on owning
assets that, in theory, grow in value over time. These assets include real estate,
businesses, and investments. This section suggests policy recommendations to
support Black women in ensuring future material wealth and improving credit (a
necessary condition of building wealth). However, this is simply a surface-level
analysis. Efforts to eliminate fines and fees, make college debt free, ensure universal
access to retirement savings, and more should all be explored more thoroughly for
their impacts to substantially improve the wealth position of Black women.

Endowing Future Wealth
As previously mentioned, wealth begets wealth. Large inheritances and wealth
transfers make up a significant portion of wealth inequality. In the U.S. white families
are five times84 more likely to have inheritances than Black families and, on average,
white family inheritances are four times larger than that of Black families.85
Fortunately, the nation has the resources to change this trajectory with baby bonds.
Baby bonds, an idea developed and championed by Dr. Darrick Hamilton and Dr.
William “Sandy” Darity, are government-funded trust accounts that are provided to
every newborn.86 The federal government would make annual deposits into those
accounts, and the size of the annual deposit could be based on the income of the
child’s family in that given year to ensure that the lowest-income children get the
largest wealth transfer. The wealth can be withdrawn by the child to make lifechanging purchases, such as paying for college expenses, starting a business, or
putting a down payment on a home. The estimated lifetime amount to be paid out
to a low-income child at 18 years old can vary, ranging from $46,000 to $65,000. The
most expansive of these proposals allows for any use, such as what is being
proposed in the state of California.87 More prescriptive proposals require funds to be
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used for homeownership, entrepreneurship, or education to encourage growth in
value over time.
Studies conclude that baby bond proposals would significantly close the racial
wealth gap between white and Black households.88 , 89 However, further research
and engagement is necessary to assess how the design of this policy could best
impact both the wealth position of Black women and their health and well-being.

Equity in Credit Scores to Lower Mortgage Barriers
Black communities suffered disproportionately from foreclosures90 as the result of
rampant predatory lending that went unchecked. Even before the pandemic
started, there was a 30-percentage point difference in the rates of homeownership
between Black people and white people. The disparity is as large as it was since
redlining91 was legal and a significant contributor to the Black/white wealth gap. In
the U.S., homeownership is the largest asset that most families have. For most
Americans, the primary residence accounts for two-thirds of their wealth. However,
discrimination in the mortgage market and the Federal Reserve’s policy decisions for
mitigating the harms of the pandemic have placed homeownership further out of
reach for Black people.92
Research shows that seven out of 10 future homebuyers will be people of color.93
Moreover, women are increasingly becoming homeowners as heads of households.
In 2018, Black owner households were more likely to be headed by women.94 If
people of color are excluded from homeownership, the safety and soundness of the
entire mortgage system will be jeopardized. This hardship will be felt most acutely
by older Americans seeking to sell their homes to finance their retirement.
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On that basis, race-conscious policies can begin to address existing racial and
gender homeownership gaps. While we know that market-based solutions for
ensuring affordable homeownership are limited, Special Purpose Credit Programs
(SPCPs) could contribute to a more inclusive mortgage market and position Black
women to increase their wealth.95
Fair lending laws96 allow lenders to design SPCPs in a tailored way to meet special
social needs and benefit economically disadvantaged groups, including groups that
share a common characteristic such as race, national origin, or gender.97 Properly
designed, SPCPs can play a critical role in promoting equity and inclusion, building
wealth, and removing barriers that have contributed to financial inequities, housing
instability, and residential segregation. Current credit scoring models embed and
reflect the nation’s history of discrimination in financial services. Race-conscious
SPCPs can be used to create alternative credit scoring systems to allow Black
women and other underserved groups to qualify for a mortgage loan more fairly.

Conclusion
Research consistently shows that discrimination targeted at Black people is a drag
on the national economy. Over the past 20 years, racial inequality among a host of
economic stability indicators, including homeownership, income, small business
ownership, and education, cost the U.S. GDP $16 trillion.98 Closing the gaps would
grow the economy, benefiting Black women and effectively contributing $5 trillion
to the economy over a 5-year period. This potential for inclusive growth is good for
the whole country and would create thousands of jobs in communities across the
nation and billions of dollars in local revenues.99
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POLICY PATHWAY: EQUALIZING THE LABOR MARKET
Throughout the coronavirus-induced recession and subsequent recovery, Black
women’s unemployment rate in the United States has been persistently high,100
peaking at 16.5 percent in May 2020, indicating that one in six Black women lost their
job during the early phase of the pandemic. Women—especially Black women—
were bearing the brunt of early job losses due to the extraordinary nature in which
certain kinds of economic activity were slowed down or halted at the start of the
pandemic. Rising unemployment among women, given their overrepresentation in
service industries and occupations, became pervasive.101 While jobholding by Black
women in services deemed essential—like hospitals, supermarkets, or pharmacies—
offered some insulation against job loss, this was not enough to offset large job
losses elsewhere, especially in the service and care sectors.
Job losses early in the pandemic set the tone for the subsequent recovery. As
previously detailed,102 between February and April 2020, there was an employment
drop in the three occupations with the largest share of Black women: “office and
administrative support” (21.1 percent decrease in Black women’s employment),
“healthcare support” (15.9 percent decrease), and “sales and related” (39.5 percent
decrease). Black women are sorted into low-wage service sector occupations such as
these due to a deep history103 of occupational segregation. Five occupations
account104 for more than half of all the jobs in which Black women work (Current
Population Survey 2021). This is consistent with a large body of feminist economic
literature that shows women, including Black women, tend to be crowded in lowwage occupations, not just in the United States, but in many other parts of the
world.
While the coronavirus pandemic has exposed and exacerbated inequities in our
economy—particularly those based on race and gender—these uneven labor market
outcomes are far from exceptional. In fact, Black women were also approximately
twice as likely to be unemployed compared to white men in the two months prior105
to the onset of the pandemic (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2020). As Janelle Jones
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outlines in her landmark “Black Women Best” framework,106 Black women’s
employment status is historically among the most impacted during times of
recessions and often the slowest to recover during times of growth.107 This is
especially concerning when considering recent research suggesting the scarring
effects108 of recessions and periods of unemployment, especially for young workers,
can result in permanently lower employment rates and earnings, even after the
economy has recovered.

Moreover, as economists, such as Dr. Nina Banks and Dr. Cecilia Conrad, have noted,
Black women in the U.S. have historically had higher labor force participation rates
than white women. The explanations for this phenomenon include both practical
factors and factors rooted in racist cultural notions. After emancipation, white
society’s expectation during the postbellum period was that Black women would
continue to work vigorously, this time voluntarily. Black women were not expected
to assume the role of full-time housewives and homemakers in their families, unlike
most married white women at that time. In addition, historically, Black men’s
income and earnings were so low that Black women as wives and daughters simply
had to work, including laboring in the fields under the exploitative sharecropping
system in the rural South during the early to mid-twentieth century. The situation of
Black women and mothers as important contributors to their household incomes
has not changed substantially— two-thirds of Black mothers are equal, primary or
sole earners in their households.109 This strong attachment to the American labor
force also makes Black women particularly vulnerable during economic downturns.
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Policy Recommendations Rooted in BWB
The aggregate unemployment rate conceals both the economic well-being of Black
women and the overall well-being of the economy. While the most110 notable111
economic releases provided by federal statistical agencies disaggregate by race and
gender, disaggregated data has not historically informed policy on a wide scale.
Even when the economy has been strong, the Black unemployment rate often
reached levels that would be considered recessionary if the entire labor force had
been affected. Applying a BWB framework means acknowledging this disparity.

Reset Monetary Policy
As part of the Federal Reserve Board’s dual mandate of directing monetary policy to
spur full employment and price stability, rather than targeting the overall
unemployment rate it can instead target the unemployment rate for African
Americans. An analysis co-written by Jones finds112 that a one-percentage point
increase in the overall unemployment rate correlates with a 1.8 point increase in the
unemployment rate for Black people. Put differently, the unemployment rate of
Black Americans at any given period will likely be almost twice as high as the Fed’s
target for aggregate full employment. Instead, we would not declare the economy at
full employment—and therefore not pull back on efforts to achieve that goal—until
the Black workforce also experiences full employment. Targeting Black
unemployment can be a step in the right direction to mitigate this disparity and
potential unemployment scarring.

Enhance Fiscal Policy
From a fiscal policy perspective, job creation programs can be varied in their
implementation and effect, from short-term subsidies to spur employment in
affected industries and occupations to a “federal jobs guarantee.” Since Black
women are disproportionately employed in low-wage jobs with few benefits, a jobs
subsidy would ensure a base of pay and benefits that provides economic stability.
Another way to ensure Black women are not left out of the recovery—or in other
words, to ensure we have a robust recovery—can be to tie automatic stabilizers like
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the level of unemployment insurance (U.I.) benefits to the average economic
condition of Black women and determine what it would take to support their
households during periods of joblessness. In addition, there is a critical need for
uniformity in benefits across the country such that states with large shares of African
Americans are not typically the states with the lowest level of U.I. benefits.
Conclusion
Structural problems require structural, not just short-term, solutions. Advancing
economic policies that seek to redress these structural inequities will benefit all of us
and help promote an economy with strong, stable, and broadly-shared growth.
Centering Black women in policymaking makes equitable prosperity possible.
Otherwise, as we have recently seen and experienced, ignoring structural fissures in
our economy along racial and gender lines results in vulnerabilities that are
disparately borne by women, people of color, and an intersection of these two
groups—Black women.

POLICY PATHWAY: SECURING WORKER POWER
Black Women and Work
Black American women have always been workers. We provide labor for industry,
inside and outside the home, and in the homes of others. This has been true from
the era of U.S. chattel slavery through abolition, during the fight for women’s
suffrage, and long before the 20th century women’s liberation movements that led
to major increases in married white women working outside the home. Dr. Nina
Banks has extensively documented113 how views of Black women as inherent
workers have undermined their economic status and undermined the value or care
that society might otherwise accord to Black women as mothers or providers to
their own families.
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Policy Recommendations Rooted in BWB
Black women have consistently represented an outsize share of the workforce in
domestic work, carework, and service work. In 2021, for example, Black women and
teens represented 6.5 percent of the overall labor force over the age of 16 in the U.S.,
but represented 11.4 percent of the workforce in the education and health service
industries. But despite being at the front lines of the workforce, Black women are
among the first to feel the blow in times of economic downturn.114
Black women in particular cannot escape the “hole” of lower wages, worse jobrelated benefits, and less stable work even when our educational attainment
outpaces that of other groups.115 Black Americans, for example, face lower rates of
access to employer-provided health insurance116 or employer-sponsored retirement
plans117 compared to white Americans. Over the last decade, Black women have
consistently been among the most educated demographic groups in the U.S.118 And
yet, higher educational attainment — valuable and worthy in its own right — simply
does not translate into the earnings boost that white workers see from pursuing
higher education. In 2020, Black women with advanced degrees had median weekly
earnings of $1,323, compared to $1,504 for men with only a bachelor’s degree.119,120
And Black women overall, in 2021, still earned 63 cents for every dollar earned by
white men in comparable roles, controlling for education level.
Black women made up 6.4 percent of the U.S. workforce in 2020 and represent 10.4
percent of the workers who would benefit from raising the minimum wage to just
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$15 an hour. Black women making minimum wage who work full-time year-round
could stand to gain $3700 in wages annually.121 Raising the minimum wage also has
the added benefit of raising the pay floor for all workers.
Beyond just “$15 and a union,”122 the labor movement in the U.S. has made it clear
that workers should have a voice on the job and wages that can actually sustain
healthy, happy lives. Over the last decade, worker advocates have fought for and
won minimum wage standards up to $15 an hour in some states and localities. It’s
worth noting, however, that in the decade since the fight for $15 an hour began,
working full-time at $15 an hour – or about $31,200 a year for a worker who works 40
hours a week, 52 weeks a year — does not provide someone with the income needed
to afford a modest, dignified standard of living in almost any part of the country. For
instance, in Claiborne County, Mississippi, the county with one of the highest
percentages of Black residents in the country, a family of two adults and one child
would need more than $53,000 per year to afford a modest standard of living,
including necessities like housing, transportation, food, and child care.123 The median
gross rent in the U.S. in 2019 was $1,067 per month,124 meaning a person working fulltime at even $15 an hour would spend nearly half of their earnings on housing alone.
Raising the federal minimum wage is a necessity, and it should be raised to at least
$15 an hour. We must also expand the right to overtime pay, which would boost
paychecks and protect workers from being forced to work excessive hours for no
additional pay.
It’s critical that we also engage other policy levers to extend additional protections to
low-wage workers. Misclassification is one of the leading causes of wage theft
among low-wage workers. Misclassification occurs when employers classify workers
who should be classified as employers as independent contractors,125 meaning they
are not entitled to basic wage and hour rights like the right to make the federal or
state/local minimum wage, the right to overtime pay, the right to be protected from
racial discrimination, or the right to join with other workers in a union. One study
found that women and Black and Latino workers were overrepresented in seven out
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of eight of the occupations with the highest rates of misclassification, including
hairdressers/cosmetologists, maids and housekeepers, and educational assistants.126
In addition, we should end the system under which independent contractor status
gives employers a financial incentive to misclassify workers, denying workers basic
rights in order to cut labor costs. This could mean extending basic labor protections
to all workers regardless of their classification status.
It is critical to pass federal legislation that strengthens worker power, supports, and
expands workers’ voice on the job, and expands collective bargaining rights for all
workers. While labor unions have a long history of racial exclusion, Black women
have always been at the forefront of the American labor movement,127 with or
without the protection of a labor union or law. Expanding collective bargaining
rights and protecting the right to collective action on the job presents real benefits
for Black women. According to BLS data from 2021, Black workers now have the
highest unionization rates of any racial/ethnic group in the country (12.9 percent,
compared to 11.6 percent for white workers).128 Union membership provides a
massive pay premium for Black workers and women workers of all races, in large
part because the power of a collective bargaining agreement can counteract racial
and gender discrimination in hiring, firing, pay raises, and promotions. In 2021, Black
workers represented by unions were paid 13.1 percent more than Black workers who
were not members of unions.129
Policymakers must prioritize creating good-paying, guaranteed jobs. As discussed in
this report, it’s important to move our economy toward the goal of full employment.
In a full employment economy, everyone who wants a paid job can find a paid job,
and employers have to compete to attract workers by raising wages and improving
conditions. Essentially, it’s an economy in which all workers have options.
Black women workers face persistent labor market discrimination in the private
sector. While there is no sector of our economy that is immune to the effects of racial
bias, the difference in outcomes for Black workers in the private sector versus the
public sector is stark. As of 2020, nearly one in five Black workers were employed by
the federal government or a state or local government. A 2020 report130 found that
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white households employed in the private sector held $10 of wealth for every $1 held
by a Black household. However, white households in the public sector held only $2
for every $1 of wealth owned by Black households. Certain geographical regions, like
the Washington, DC metropolitan area, built and sustained a comfortable Black
middle class largely on the strength of federal government jobs and employment
and the associated economic stability.131
A federally guaranteed right to a good job with prevailing wages would go a long
way toward providing Black women with a stable opportunity for income,
opportunities for high-quality, debt-free training and education, and a viable
alternative to more exploitative, discriminatory, or lower-wage private employment
options. In addition, good public-sector jobs can also address long-neglected
community needs that help all people thrive. Public-sector jobs can pave the way to
creating health care jobs that address Black women’s maternal mortality or gaps in
access to mental health care coverage, child or elder care jobs, or “green” jobs that
can mitigate the harmful impacts of the climate crisis on all communities.
While these policies will be discussed more in detail in other sections of the report,
economic policies that are not directly related to job creation or income can still be
used to give Black women workers increased power and leverage in the workplace.
If all jobs are required to have paid family leave; if everyone the U.S. has access to
high-quality, universal health care that is decoupled from and not dependent on
employment; if we have access to a stronger safety net via unemployment
insurance, food assistance, affordable housing support, universal child care,
guaranteed income132 and more – then fewer Black women workers would need to
tolerate low-paying or abusive jobs for the sake of having access to health care or
putting food on the table.
As of January 2022, 1 in 10 Black people in the U.S. are immigrants,133 while 21 percent
of the overall Black population in the U.S. are either immigrants or the U.S.-born
children of Black immigrants. We must extend permanent residence, provide a
universal pathway to citizenship for all immigrant workers, and reform guest work
systems to give workers more power and protections. We can also reform guest
worker programs to protect temporary guest workers and crack down on abusive
employers who take advantage of workers from other countries who do not have the
added protection of resident or citizenship status. It's also critical that all American
workers and households, regardless of citizenship status have access to safety net
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programs. Many pandemic recovery programs, such as the CARES Act relief stimulus
payments, excluded access for people without lawful work status,134 and other forms
of pandemic relief and recovery programs failed to recognize many of the types of
work or business structures in which Black women immigrants are overrepresented.
All workers, regardless of citizenship status, will benefit when we ensure that all
immigrant workers have equal access to safety net programs and workers’ rights
protections to support themselves, their families, and their communities.

Conclusion
Workers generate our economy’s wealth, and Black women workers are an integral
part of the workforce. Stronger labor protections, policy interventions to boost
income, and good public-sector jobs can help ensure that Black women can share in
the gains produced by their labor. However, it’s important to acknowledge that paid
labor should not be the only path to a flourishing and thriving society.
Although it is an admirable goal to increase training opportunities and pathways to
success for Black women in high-earning occupations, and support the
entrepreneurial and innovative power Black women hold as economic leaders in
their communities, it is critical to improve the quality of all jobs. It could be argued
that a large part of the current stratification in the labor market is borne out of the
legacy of anti-Black and patriarchal discrimination that leads to devaluing whichever
jobs or sectors in which women, Black people, or Black women are overrepresented.
If we want to prioritize the economic wellbeing of Black women workers, we must
start with lifting up the jobs that the U.S. economy has always excluded or
undervalued — carework, domestic work, service work, and more. These workers
keep our economy running, and they should be valued that way.

POLICY PATHWAY: VALUING CAREWORK
Carework encompasses the myriad of emotional, physical, and mental labor each of
us needs to survive and thrive. Exemplary of the endless ways Black women keep
societies and communities running — often without compensation or even
acknowledgement — carework is vital infrastructure135 that is made invisible and
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undervalued. What is currently called a “crisis of care”136 did not come out of
nowhere, nor is it inevitable. It is the result of generational misogyny, racism,
ableism, and xenophobia.137

Although policymaking is most concerned with our paid care economy, it is
important to lay out and understand the mechanisms of carework overall, both paid
and unpaid, and its history. Paid carework is the commodification of work that
women have done for centuries, mostly within households. Globally, carework has
been socialized and categorized as “women’s work.” It is reproductive labor that is
given little to no value and not compensated the same way as work historically done
by men.138
However, the devaluation of carework goes beyond misogyny. The women who
shoulder most of this demanding and undervalued labor are those subordinated
across other identities, such as race, immigration status, ethnicity, and class.139 In the
U.S., this traces back to slavery. Enslavers forced enslaved Black women and children
to provide the bulk of carework needed to keep enslavers and their families alive and
well.140 After the abolition of slavery, demand for this labor remained entrenched in
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white American society. In the second half of the 19th century and onward, Black,
Mexican American, and Chinese American women served as inexpensive sources of
labor in a growing market for in-home carework — a market previously dominated
by enslaved Black people.141 In the 20th century, carework became increasingly
commodified in jobs outside of the household as well.
The composition of the resulting workforce was formed along both gender and
racial lines, specifically at their intersection. Hence, misogynoir and xenophobia have
been shaping and plaguing the U.S. care economy from the beginning. This has bee
reflected not only in pay and working conditions, but in continual policy choices to
actively exclude careworkers from pivotal legislation. This includes exclusion of
domestic workers, for example, in New Deal era reforms.142 Just as policy has been
weaponized to harm careworkers and care recipients, policy can also be a powerful
tool to mitigate damage and prepare for our growing needs by centering those
most harmed by our current system.

Today, Black women are highly concentrated in the care economy. For example,
Black women make up 26.1 percent of home health careworkers and 14.1 percent of
child careworkers, despite only accounting for 6.4 percent of the overall U.S.
workforce.143 Home health care and child careworkers make a less than $14 per hour
on average, which is merely half of the average wage across the U.S. workforce.
Careworkers are less likely to have necessary benefits like paid leave and employersponsored health insurance and retirement contributions. It has taken decades of
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organizing and activism for many careworkers to even qualify for minimum wage
and basic labor protections.144

Policy Considerations Rooted in BWB
The policies necessary to acknowledge and properly compensate careworkers and
provide affordable, universal access to quality care are essential for protecting Black
women and securing our collective future. First, we must recognize and dignify the
vital and demanding nature of carework. Second, our paid care economy must
adequately compensate careworkers. A recent report145 provides a set of
benchmarks informed by the systems of oppression that shape our current care
economy. It proposes a minimum set of wages for childcare and home health
careworkers of $21 to $26 per hour. These wages must be accompanied by
fundamental benefits like paid leave, health insurance, and retirement benefits.
Third, we must protect and make it easier for workers to organize and engage in
collective bargaining. There has been ample research measuring and laying out the
critical nature unionization plays in building worker power, securing fair pay and safe
working conditions, and more.146 Black workers in particular benefit especially from
unions and historically have had higher unionization rates relative to the general
workforce.147
Fourth, we must dismantle the structural ableism that currently devalues and
dehumanizes the people most reliant on carework to survive and live fulfilling lives,
particularly people with disabilities and aging adults. By design, the paid care
economy dichotomizes careworkers and receivers.148 This dichotomy is a myth, as
care worker and care receiver are not static categories. Careworkers and people with
disabilities both perform and receive care services for themselves or their loved ones
in different aspects of their lives. Nonetheless, policy interventions have often
narrowly focused on either the working conditions of careworkers or the rights of
people with disabilities and aging adults to maintain access to critical care within
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their homes and communities. However, careworkers’ exploitative labor conditions
and disenfranchisement is caused by the same oppressive systems that expose
people with disabilities to abuse, neglect, and the constant threat of
institutionalization or loss of autonomy149. Boosting wages, guaranteeing access to
key benefits like paid leave, and building worker power through unionization must
be coupled with policy interventions that protect the rights and needs of people
with disabilities. For more on ableism and the intersection of BWB and disability, see
the Disability Justice section on page 113.
Fifth, all of these protections must be accompanied by the vast and continuing
public investment necessary to fairly compensate careworkers, provide access to
quality care, ensure everyone has access to meet their care needs regardless of their
income or wealth, and build the type of infrastructure necessary to meet the
demands of ongoing demographic changes. Lastly, as demonstrated by countries
that have stronger care infrastructures than the U.S., public funding must be
coupled with meaningful involvement of the state to protect labor rights, guarantee
universal access to quality care, and prevent the abuse, neglect, and profit-reaping
realities of an unchecked private market.150 It is past time to care for Black women
and for us all.

POLICY POSSIBILITY: PRESERVING MENTAL HEALTH
Mental wellbeing shapes and is shaped by all life experiences. Historical and cultural
trauma,151 structural oppression,152 and dramatic inequities in the social determinants
of health,153 are the defining context for Black women’s mental health. In 2019, 15.2
percent of Black girls in grades 9-12 reported suicidal ideation —1.5 times the rate of
white girls.154 Although Black girls are at lower risk of death by suicide than Black
boys or white girls, in 2019, Black girls seriously considered suicide at more than
twice the rate of Black boys, on par with white girls.155 In July of 2020, three in four
149
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Black young women ages 18-24 reported some level of both anxiety and
depression.156 4.7 percent of Black women overall report serious psychological
distress; this rate nearly doubles for Black people living in poverty.157
At the same time, Black women have a longstanding leadership role in explicitly
naming the ways in which the medical and mental health systems have
perpetuated harm (including structural oppression of people with mental health
disabilities — for more, please see the Disability Justice section on page 113)158 and in
cultivating practices that have the potential to heal our communities.159 A Black
Women Best (BWB) approach to mental health must acknowledge these past
harms, grapple with their role in creating inequities in access to quality mental
health care, and reimagine our approach to mental health and wellness with
healing, restoration, and equity at the center.

Principles for BWB Mental Health Policy
Underlying a BWB approach to mental health are several fundamental policy
changes to improve access to and affordability of mental health care, address root
causes of distress, and dismantle the racist underpinnings of our existing system.
These include:
● Policies that alleviate the stress imposed by living without consistent access
to basic needs, such as food and housing, coupled with the oppressive
requirements of programs that are supposed to help struggling families but
are rooted in racist and paternalistic stereotypes;160
● Broad understanding of the breadth of ways mental health and well-being
can be supported and need to be funded, to include community-based care
and practices outside of a western medical model;161 and
● Policy and practice that recognizes that the justice system should not be the
first touchpoint for anyone to receive mental health services.162 This means
removing law enforcement from mental health response and decriminalizing
poverty, trauma, and mental health conditions.
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By addressing these challenges that disproportionately impact Black women, we
will ultimately design a system that produces better mental health outcomes for all.
In addition, the following principles163 and insights164 from young Black women
should inform our approach to mental health policy:
Redefining Mental Health:
“There are a lot of Black women that are successful because of what they
went through. That’s what I think.”
~Youth mental health focus group participant
As highlighted by the focus group participant above, we are who we are as Black
women because of what we have been through, and that shows up as success,
resilience, and mental wellness. Mental health systems and other systems that affect
wellbeing should focus on assets-based framing, wellness, and prevention at both
the structural and individual levels, rather than diagnosis and deficit-based framing.
Expanding Access to Care
Black women are significantly less likely to receive essential care than white
women.165 To achieve a comprehensive mental health care system, we need to
expand the current one. We must establish universal health care and implement
mental health parity at a level at least equivalent to what is needed for physical
health services. These features are critical to building a system where cost is not a
barrier to care.
Enhancing Culturally Responsive Services
“I mean, they don’t talk about what they supposed to talk about and try
to help you feel better.”
~Youth mental health focus group participant
As this focus group participant highlights, Black women often find themselves
speaking a different language than their providers, who are ill equipped to “help you
feel better.” Policymakers must acknowledge and remove structural barriers
impacting mental health and mental health access. These barriers include historical
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trauma, systemic racism, and ableism that have resulted in mistrust of providers,
services, and systems. Our existing systems have devalued and criminalized
culturally responsive healing practices.166 Progressive mental health policy must
incentivize culturally responsive care.
Building a Robust and Diverse Workforce
Meeting communities’ mental and behavioral health needs calls for more providers
across different areas of expertise, coming from many racial/ethnic backgrounds.
Policymakers must create a pipeline to bring more providers of color into the
workforce who represent and understand the communities they are working with.
This workforce must be diverse not only in terms of racial and ethnic background,
but must also prioritize peer support workers and other forms of community-based
care that center shared experiences and context in healing.167
Strengthening Quality Infrastructure
Like everyone else in the country, Black women have a right to culturally competent,
quality care. At a minimum, quality care requires moving away from carceral and
coercive forms of care and mandatory reporting structures that perpetuate harm.
Our systems must foster provider commitment to care practices rooted in consent
and respect for the agency of the person receiving care. A proper data management
system and care management infrastructure must be in place to improve care
provision. Data needs to be disaggregated by race/ethnicity and age, and
continuously collected in youth-friendly and culturally responsive spaces. Providers
must be appropriately trained in the above principles, including offering culturally
responsive care, receiving implicit bias trainings, addressing ableism, and
understanding and dismantling societal and structural racism.
Addressing Social Needs
“I’ll take my shoes off my feet, give it to ‘em. Put on some flip flops. Like,
it ain’t even that big.”
~Youth mental health focus group participant
Black women have long been taking off their shoes and putting on flip flops on
behalf of their families and communities. It is time for our public policy to take some
of this burden off of Black women. Public health recommendations highlight the
166
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importance of addressing the root causes of community health challenges. This
includes focusing on the social determinants of health, such as housing and
education. Mental and behavioral health policy solutions must follow suit. They must
address both individuals’ basic needs and the underlying social and economic
conditions that limit or foster good mental health.

Conclusion
“...I always tell myself that I hate what I went through at an early age, but
I’m glad I did because I know for the rest of my life what I can deal with
and can’t deal with. That’s what I always say to myself.”
~Youth mental health focus group participant
We have an opportunity to move towards a nation where no one has to “hate what I
went through” by acting decisively to address root causes of trauma. We have an
opportunity to advance a vision where Black women no longer have to “deal with”
the status quo and can experience holistic support for wellness. When we achieve
this Black Women Best vision that fundamentally reimagines how we can foster
healing through policy, the whole nation will know what it means to flourish.

POLICY PATHWAY: IMPROVING HEALTH CARE AND REDUCING
MATERNAL MORTALITY
Introduction
Health is a basic building block for inclusive and just social, economic, and political
institutions. Yet, health inequities remain an enduringly pernicious problem in the
United States.168 Systems of racial and economic stratification shape whether you live
in a neighborhood that will promote your health, have access to resources to sustain
your health, experience daily life in ways that will undermine your health, acquire
sickness that may erode your health, or gain power over the political processes that
can be leveraged to protect your health.169 Women of color inhabit disadvantaged
positions within households, occupations, and health care institutions, putting them
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at disproportionate risk of ill health.170 In particular, Black women often face the
greatest health risks and bear the heaviest health burdens.171

Intersecting race and gender health inequities are rooted in historic and
contemporary policies that have systematically harmed, targeted, undervalued, and
abused Black women.172 The COVID-19 pandemic is a recent and especially striking
example of this. Because Black women are disproportionately represented among
essential workers, the exclusion of certain jobs from the emergency provisions
embedded in the COVID-19 relief packages (e.g., home careworkers) meant that
Black women had constrained access to job protections (e.g., paid family leave) and
fewer options for staying home if doing so was best for their health or that of their
families.173 Despite the common generalization that men are more susceptible to
dying from COVID-19, one study found that Black women in Georgia and Michigan
were dying at three times the rate of both white and Asian men.174 Beyond mortality,
Black women have faced substantial and unequal financial hardship (a driver of
health inequity) as a result of the pandemic.175
The harsh realities that became salient during COVID-19 reflect long-standing racegender disparities in health status. Table 1 captures relevant patterns. As shown,
Black women have a lower life expectancy and suffer higher rates of hypertension,
and maternal, infant, and pregnancy-related mortality.
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To improve the health of Black women, we must address the challenges reflected in
health outcomes, processes, and policies. Health outcomes are most visible: they
mark specific diseases and ailments that impede Black women’s ability to survive
and thrive. Health processes are less obvious but no less imperative: they account for
the mechanisms that generate inequities in health outcomes. Finally, health policies
are pivotal: they point to the institutions and interventions that can be used to
transform processes and alter outcomes in ways that advance health equity for
Black women.
Table 1. Health Statistics for Black Women 176
Health Statistic

Non-Hispanic Black
Women

Non-Hispanic
White Women

All Women

Life Expectancy at birth
(years)

77.9

81.0

81.0

Infant Mortality
(per 1,000 live births)

10.9

4.7

5.8

Maternal Mortality
(per 100,000 live births)

37.1

14.7

17.4

Pregnancy Related Mortality 42.4
(per 100,000 live births)

13.0

16.9

Hypertension (rate)

25.6

27.7

39.9

A Critical Outcome: Black Maternal Health
Black maternal health is an especially significant health outcome in the lives of Black
women with children. Black women are three times more likely to die from a
pregnancy-related cause than white women.177 Lack of infrastructure to support
Black women’s access to healthy reproductive care 178 results in maternal health
deserts in the United States. A healthy birthing experience is challenging without
access to adequate birthing facilities.179 Further still, cardiovascular conditions
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contribute to a significant amount of deaths among Black maternal death rates.180 A
continuous review of hospital quality and access to quality care is required in order
to address Black maternal death.181 Current qualitative research reveals that many
Black mothers in low-quality hospitals experience poor communication and subpar
postpartum care, leaving them without adequate services and resources to have
healthy maternal outcomes.182

An Important Process: Weathering
Black women hold two oppressed identities: both Black and women. The
intersection of both race and gender as a baseline identity has psychological
implications in addition to those imposed by other oppressed identities such as
[dis]ability, sexuality, economic status, and immigrant status. Due to these multiple
oppressed identities, the violence of racial oppression and misogynoir can manifest
in premature death for Black women by way of health declines due to weathering.
Weathering can be defined as the wear and tear of stress on the body.183 The
weathering hypothesis asserts that different exposures to stressful environments are
a major factor in widening health disparities as individuals age. Due to this
hypothesis, researchers suggest that the health of Black women deteriorates as they
age due to the accumulation of socioeconomic disadvantages and experiences of
racism among Black women throughout their life course.184

Pivotal Policy: Strengthening Medicaid and Medicare for All
As the United States’ largest health insurance program, Medicaid is a vital policy in
the lives of Black women. In 2020, more than 30 percent of Black women relied on
Medicaid as their primary source of health coverage (compared to 19 percent of
women across all groups).185 Medicaid pays for 65 percent of births to Black mothers
(compared to 40 percent of births across all groups).186 Medicaid is especially critical
in the lives of Black children (52 percent of Black girls ages 0-17 are insured by
Medicaid) and disabled Black women (note: it is difficult to source data at the
180
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intersection of race, gender, and disability, which re-elevates this report’s call for
more in-depth disaggregated data).187 Moreover, undocumented women are largely
excluded from receiving Medicaid benefits.188 Altogether, advancing the health and
well-being of Black women across numerous dimensions of vulnerability will require
further investment in Medicaid to make it more inclusive, generous, and effective.

Health Policy Solutions for a BWB Policy Agenda
●

●
●

Closing the Medicaid Coverage Gap: Expanding Medicaid to adults with
incomes below 138 percent Federal Poverty Level (FPL) has been shown to
narrow maternal health coverage gaps.189 Yet, twelve states have not yet
expanded the program and adults in these non-expansion locales are
disproportionately Black.190 Expanding Medicaid to adults in non-expansion
states – or providing coverage to adults in the coverage gap via some other
mechanism – remains a first-order priority. Though political resistance has
hindered the full Medicaid expansion thus far, only a continued push to
expand Medicaid can enhance geographic equity in Black women’s access to
and experiences with healthcare.
Extend Medicaid Postpartum Coverage from 60 Days to 1 Year.
Ease Administrative Burden in Medicaid: Administrative burdens create
barriers to access and compel Black women to experience Medicaid in ways
that are alienating and disempowering.191 Administrative burdens are also
racialized tools that make low-income Black women’s lives unnecessarily
difficult.192 Assessing and alleviating administrative burdens in Medicaid is well
within the power of the federal government, and the Biden administration
has made this a priority.193 Work reporting requirements heighten
administrative burden and should not be part of Medicaid policy design.
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●

●

●

Eliminating requirements for frequent recertification by instituting
continuous eligibility policies also ease the administrative burden.194
Increase Reimbursement for Medicaid Services: Low reimbursement rates
for Medicaid services reduce access to doctors for Medicaid beneficiaries and
cause financial shortfalls for health systems that serve low-income,
disproportionately Black populations. Medicaid reimbursement rates must be
increased if we seek a healthcare system that is not rationed on the basis of
race, gender, or income.
Fund Community-Based Organizations and Health Navigators that are
working to improve Black maternal health outcomes and direct Black women
towards health resources in communities of color.
Enact Universal Healthcare: Ultimately, inequities will persist so long as
health care is rationed, instead of guaranteed. Universal health care proposals
such as Medicare for All could reduce health disparities Black women face.
Critically, any such program must include coverage for long-term care.

Conclusion
Health is a core precondition for Black women (and all people) to have free, fair, and
thriving lives. Race and gender disparities in health outcomes and processes are the
result of harmful or inadequate policy. Policies that expand and improve access to
healthcare are a critical first step for addressing the disproportionate health burdens
of Black women.

POLICY PATHWAY: PROTECTING BLACK GIRLS
“What kind of schools and what kind of streets and what kind of parks
and what kind of privacy and what kind of beauty and what kind of music
and what kind of options would make love a reasonable, easy response?”
~June Jordan, Civil Wars
If we’re serious about reaching new standards of racial equity at this time of national
reckoning, we need to recognize the pervasive patterns and practices that harm
Black girls and other girls of color. It is evident that incarcerating and criminalizing
Black girls in the U.S. is harmful to them and costly for the economy.
These policy recommendations will help the collective well-being of all youth no
matter their identity or their zip code. By addressing the needs of Black girls,
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ensuring their safety, and investing in their futures, Congress can usher in
transformative change that will benefit the entire country.

Background
Historically, Black girls have been cast outside the protection of childhood and
presumptions of innocence granted white girls. As enslaved children, Black girls
were forced to perform labor that was central to the functioning of the plantation
economy. Like enslaved Black women, Black girls were considered property, facing
violent mistreatment and subjugation. This legacy continues to shape Black girls’
marginalization today.
By the late 20th century, Black girls’ involvement in the juvenile justice system
increased dramatically. The shift to tough-on-crime approaches, namely more
punitive sentencing, had a net-widening effect, and more Black youth, including
Black girls, were drawn into the system. Although the first decade of the 21st century
saw dramatic decreases in the rate of youth confinement, Black youth were still
more likely to be committed to secure facilities and other out-of-home placements
when compared with white youth.195

The Policing of Black Girls and LGBTQI+ Youth in Schools
A study by the Georgetown Law Center on Poverty found that Black girls ages 5–14
were perceived as more adult and less innocent as white girls, which influences how
they are punished in school settings.196
A 17 year-old gender nonconforming (GNC) student shared their personal
experiences with police in schools: “This kid stole my glasses. I threw a water bottle
at him, but the teacher stepped in the way and accidentally got hit in the back. The
police were called. Assault with a deadly weapon. She almost took me to court, but
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decided to drop the charges. Thank goodness for that. [Police] are making an
educational environment into a very harsh, tense environment that it doesn’t need
to be. It is a school. Not a prison.”

Image 1

Source: The Black Swan Academy
A report found that Black girls were 20 times more likely than white peers to get
suspended, often for minor offenses like dress code violations, in Washington DC.197
Nationally, Black girls are six times more likely to be expelled and four times more
likely to be suspended from schools.198 Black disabled girls are especially vulnerable.
According to a report by the National Women’s Law Center, 18.6 percent of Black
girls with disabilities faced at least one out-of-school suspension in the 2013-2014
Brodsky, Alexandra et al. Nd. “Dress Coded: Black girls, bodies, and bias in D.C. schools.” National Women’s Law Center.
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/5.1web_Final_nwlc_DressCodeReport.pdf.
198
Glover, Julian. 2021. “Pushed Out: How excessive school discipline against Black girls leads to drop out, incarceration.” ABC
News. https://abc7news.com/black-girls-suspended-more-than-White -pushed-out-school-to-prison-pipeline-schoolpushout/10405118/
197

57

academic year, compared with just over 5 percent of their white peers and 2.8
percent of non-disabled girls.199 Research suggests that exclusionary discipline
policies like suspensions and expulsions increase the likelihood of youth involvement
in the youth justice system. Research also suggests that the physical presence of
police or school resource officers (SROs) on school campuses escalates situations
and increases the likelihood of Black, Indigenous, or people of color (BIPOC) youth,
including BIPOC girls, from experiencing violence, trauma, and/or arrests.
A study in 2016, showed that while Black girls represented 17 percent of the school
population nationally, they comprised 43 percent of total students that were
arrested or referred to police. That same school year, 14 million students were
learning in schools with police but no counselor, nurse, psychologist, or social
worker.200
Nationally, schools with a majority Black student population are three times more
likely than majority-white schools to have more security staff than mental health
personnel. Research indicates that police participate in the adultification of Black
childhood. The policing infrastructure, which has increasingly been invested in since
the 1994 crime bill, has transformed schools into carceral environments for
marginalized youth, exposing Black youth to harm and violence, instead of care and
support.
While narratives around police violence tend to center Black cis-boys, it was the
assault of a 16-year-old Black girl in 2015 by an SRO in Spring Valley, South Carolina
that sparked the global “police free schools” movement. The same year in Alabama,
a student named Ashlynn had her face slammed into a desk by an SRO before being
arrested for falling asleep during in-school suspension.201 The #AssaultAt map
curated by the Advancement Project and Alliance for Educational Justice
documents more than 200 acts of known school police violence since 2007.202 It’s
important to acknowledge that Black girls are policed both in schools and in our
communities. In 2021, a 9-year-old Black girl in crisis was handcuffed and then
pepper-sprayed by police after they yelled at her “You are acting like a child!” She
answered, “I am a child!”203 The inability, and at times refusal, of the system to see
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Black girls as children is a key contributor to Black girls being the fastest growing
population in the juvenile justice system.204

The Incarceration of Black Girls
Prisons are no place for youth and are especially harmful to Black girls. The vast
majority of girls who remain in deep-end secure placements are there as a result of
experiences of violence and trauma and the failure of less secure placements to
adequately address their needs. Many youth prisons are modeled after adult facilities
with a focus on punishment that is fundamentally incompatible with healthy
adolescent development. From shackles to the use of solitary confinement, use of
chemical agents, and lack of family engagement, youth prisons endanger young
girls and inhibit their development.
Though making up a smaller population in the youth justice system, Black girls
account for 15 percent of youth in residential placement and are now making up a
larger share of the juvenile justice population at every stage of the process.205 Data
shows us that over the past two decades, girls' share of the juvenile justice system
from courts through incarceration saw sizable increases: arrests increased 45
percent, court caseloads increased 40 percent, detentions jumped 40 percent, while
post-adjudication placement rose by 42 percent. Gender inequities fall heaviest on
girls of color and LBQ/GNCT (lesbian, bisexual, questioning / gender-nonconforming, transgender) youth.206 Black girls are three-and-a-half times more likely
than white girls to be incarcerated. Sadly, girls in the juvenile justice system are
nearly two times as likely as boys to report having experienced five or more forms of
abuse and trauma.207 More than half of youth incarcerated for running away are
girls.208 Overall, one-third of incarcerated girls are held for status offenses (like
truancy, curfew violations, or running away) or for violating the terms of their
probation.209
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Gender Non-Conforming and LGBTQI+ Youth
Gender non-conforming and queer-identifying youth of color are at the highest risk
of criminalization for sex work and commercial sexual exploitation – a street survival
crime.210 LGBT youth are at elevated risk for entering the juvenile justice system.211
Researchers studying the risk factors that drive youth into the justice system provide
some important clues about why gender nonconforming youth of color are at the
highest risk of criminalization for sex work—a street survival crime.212 The literature
on pathways into the justice system shows that LGBTQ youth are at elevated risk for
suspensions and expulsions at school;213 bullying at school; conflict with their parents
over their sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression; removal from
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home for child abuse and neglect;214 placement in foster and group homes;215
running away from home and other placements;216 homelessness; and
criminalization for survival crimes. These patterns also hold for young people who
are gender-nonconforming: the findings on the criminalization of gender
nonconforming youth suggest that they are exposed to higher levels of risk than
gender conforming youth.

The Criminalization of Black Girls Is Violent and Expensive, Alternatives Are
Necessary
Incarcerating young people costs state taxpayers across the nation billions of dollars
each year while doing little to rehabilitate those who are locked up or to reduce
crime.217 In fact, young people who have been incarcerated are more likely to be
arrested again, and face barriers in obtaining an education and stable employment
costing taxpayers between $8 billion to $21 billion per year.218
Locking up young people is an ineffective one-size-fits-all model costing young
Black girls, their families, and taxpayers. As states pursue alternatives to an
incarceration-based approach, they should prioritize effective and efficient, culturally
relevant, and responsive community-based reforms.219 In taking this approach, states
should employ a “continuum of care” model, an array of non-residential communitybased programs, supports, resources, and services designed to meet the individual
needs of young people and their families in their homes.220
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A continuum of care draws upon the strengths of young people, their families, and
communities, approaching youth from a strength-based rather than a deficit-based
lens and fosters autonomy, competence, and a sense of belonging within families
and communities.

Policy Recommendations Rooted in BWB
These recommendations focus on preventing the initiation of contact between
Black girls, law enforcement, and the juvenile justice system in their homes,
neighborhoods, and schools and reducing the harm of contact with the system.
When implemented these recommendations will help Black girls and all youth no
matter their race, zip code, or identity stay out of the justice system and live out their
fullest potential.
Prevention starts at the community level, which we are all responsible for, thus we
recommend providing access to early childcare, providing economic benefits to
youth and their families through national guaranteed income for all residents living
below 400 percent of the federal poverty line, and expanding the Earned Income Tax
Credit and Child Tax Credit. We must ensure that youth and families have access to
quality, safe, and affordable housing by expanding the National Housing Trust Fund,
Housing Choice Vouchers, and Project-Based Housing. Barriers must be removed for
youth to access housing on their own and provide funding to state and local
governments for housing for youth aged 16-24, particularly those who are
disconnected from families, have run away, left the carceral system, foster care
system, or otherwise need safe, autonomous, free-affordable housing. We must
make sure that Black girls and their families have their needs met and that we
explore how reparations can address the harms of slavery, Jim Crow, and ongoing
discrimination.
To eliminate the school-to-prison pipeline for Black girls, we must stop policing in
schools, decriminalize forms of survival, practice restorative justice, and ensure there
is a continuum of care by passing The Counseling not Criminalization in Schools Act.
We must also provide funding for restorative justice approaches in schools and
eliminate the use of detention, suspension, and expulsion by passing the Ending
PUSHOUT Act of 2021. Funding must be provided to anti-racist and gender-affirming
programming in schools that center love and care for Black girls.
Close Youth Prisons
We must eliminate secure confinement and reduce the harm of contact with the
juvenile justice system by prioritizing closing youth prisons. The act of incarceration
is simply an illegitimate approach to ensuring youth and young adults are able to
reach their fullest potential. We must incentivize and fund investments in
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community-based alternatives, education, and work training programs that could
help Black girls and their communities thrive.
Collect More Disaggregated Data
In order to understand who we are locking up, we must increase funding for SOGIE
(sexual orientation, gender identity, and expression) data collection. Combining this
data with information about racial and ethnic disparities, new SOGIE data will allow
systems to monitor outcomes more effectively.
Increase Gender-Affirming Programmatic Funding
We should increase funding for gender-affirming programming for LGBTQI+ and
gender non-conforming youth in schools and protect them from the harms of the
juvenile justice system. Gender-affirming programming builds on intersectional
frameworks to allow for the full expression of youth identities, while also providing
youth with the skills necessary to build a healthy sense of self and healthy
communities221.
Finally, to circumvent incarcerating girls who commit status offenses, we must
eliminate the Valid Court Order Exception (VCO) from the Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA). VCOs allow states to detain youth for nondelinquent behavior. Despite bipartisan support for limiting VCOs in courts, reforms
have left this unjust tool in place.222

POLICY PATHWAY: DISEMPOWERING POLICE AND PRISONS
Mainstream attention on police violence is too often directed to cases that result in
death. Professor Michelle S. Jacobs highlights what she calls the “invisible struggles”
of Black women against police violence.223 Black women are not only subjected to
the threats of failed policing but are also at higher risk for assault, injury and intimate
partner violence.224 Police violence will be reduced when contact with police is
reduced, and this is done by investing in harm prevention over punishment.
Additionally, criminalization more broadly must come to an end, as many categories
of crime are not created to prevent harm, but to exert social control and surveillance
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over Black women, girls, people with disabilities, and other marginalized groups.”225
For more on this, please refer to the “Protecting Black Girls” section of this report on
page 55 and the “Disability Justice” section on page 133.

The United States spends $100 billion a year on policing and another $80 million on
incarceration.226 Despite this massive spending, many still feel a lack of safety in their
communities. This is because true public safety comes from having our basic needs
met, from living in communities flourishing with opportunities, and from systems of
restorative justice and public health interventions when harm does occur.227 Years of
policing, incarceration, and surveillance — primarily directed toward communities of
color abandoned by the state and bereft of life-sustaining resources and support
systems — have failed to produce real safety. Yet, over the last 30 years, the U.S.
government has continued to prioritize funding for police departments, militarygrade weapons, and prisons instead of the social safety net and community-based
programs we know contribute to healthy neighborhoods.228
Following the 2020 killing of George Floyd by the Minneapolis Police Department,
the demand to “defund the police” received mainstream media attention. While
there has been a concerted effort by opponents to cast “defund” as reckless or out of
touch, it is actually a very tangible and well thought out strategy to invest in public
services and community development initiatives while removing entities that have
enacted harm and failed to produce safety for communities. Quality public
education, universal healthcare, green space, clean water and living wage jobs
contribute to overall safety, but continue to be deprioritized at all levels of
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government, while police budgets continue to balloon.229 In 12 of the United States’
300 largest cities, officials are allocating over 50 percent of city budgets to police.230
This is not what safety looks like, especially not for Black women.

Federal Policies to Address Policing and Incarceration
Much has been written on the 1994 Crime Bill, authored by then-Senator Joe Biden.
In addition to authorizing more money from the federal government to local police
forces, it authorized nearly $10 billion in subsidies to expand state prisons, created 60
new death penalty offenses and established the Violence Against Women Act
(VAWA). VAWA has failed to create safety for Black women survivors. In allocating
more money to police, VAWA fails to account for the ways the criminal legal system
retraumatizes survivors and perpetuates sexual and gender violence. According to
the ACLU, up to 60 percent of women incarcerated in state facilities have a history of
sexual or physical abuse,231 and sexual violence is the second most reported form of
police violence.232 “Black women who experience Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)
face multiple overlapping barriers to receiving help, including distrust of and
discrimination from police and providers.” Activist groups like the People’s Coalition
for Safety and Freedom are working to repeal the harmful provisions of the Crime
Bill and replace them with democratically authored legislation. Putting impacted
people at the center of policymaking allows holistic approaches to public safety to
become the basis for writing laws.
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Divest from, Repeal, and Eradicate Harm
Any policies put forward should center Black women. A Forward Together report
asserted that “not only does incarceration break families apart, it also inhibits their
ability to meet their basic needs, a burden that often falls on Black women.”233
Though policing, incarceration and surveillance are often viewed as state and local
issues, the federal government can and should lead on many policy pathways.
Notably, it should invest in life-sustaining programs, services, and institutions to
foster communities that are resilient, safe, and able to both prevent and respond
justly to harm. Policing communities that are burdened by the cumulative effects of
systematic disinvestment will not produce meaningful public safety; and the federal
government’s funding priorities should reflect this. Ultimately, BWB promotes policy
solutions that seek to address the root causes of harm, namely the toxic social
conditions that produce violence. As important, BWB demands that Black women
who have been at the forefront of building networks of safety in their neighborhoods
be centered in public debates on policing; community residents, public and
community health workers, violence interrupters and peer supporters, and mutual
aid organizers must be resourced and centered in public safety policymaking,
ideation, and design. 234Such investments must be paired with the elimination and
repeal of harmful provisions of our legal system, such as life imprisonment and the
death penalty, which are family separation mechanisms that disproportionately
impact Black families. Abolishing these court sentences will have a significant
impact on Black women’s lives.
Eliminate Cash Bail
Cash bail has long been a way to criminalize poverty. How much money a person has
access to at a given time should not be a condition to freedom. This is an antiquated
policy that hits Black women the hardest. As Twyla Carter of The Bail Project notes,
the inability of Black women to post cash bail is “the result of a wide range of societal
issues and barriers.”235 Racial and gender bias, pay inequity, and over 60 percent of
Black women being the head of household236 all impact Black women's ability to
have access to the capital necessary to pay cash bail. It is paramount that this wide
range of issues be addressed through collaborative and comprehensive
policymaking, in addition to immediately eliminating cash bail.
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End Police Surveillance Data Collection and Sharing Practices
Police surveillance has not only been used as a way to replace physical police with
camera equipment and other invasive technologies, but has also turned public
safety into a business enterprise. Organizer Alyxandra Goodwin of Chicago often says
that “public safety should be treated as other public goods and not be done for
profit.” An Action Center on Race and the Economy (ACRE) report posits that
surveillance does very little to contribute to safety while also unfairly criminalizing
communities of color.237 For example, following a national wave of racial justice
protests in 2014, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) created a “Black Identity
Extremist” designation to track, surveil, and even detain Black activists.238 Putting an
end to intrusive data collection and sharing practices must be done for the safety,
security and privacy of everyone, especially Black women.

Conclusion
President Joe Biden said, "Don't tell me what you value. Show me your budget, and
I'll tell you what you value." The government has an unprecedented opportunity to
right the wrongs of the Crime Bill and show that this is a country that values
restoration and repair over distrust and punishment. Now is not the time to tinker
around the edges with ineffective reforms; it is the time for big, structural changes
that allow communities to thrive. Investing in systems that uplift neighborhoods
that have faced systemic disinvestment and abandonment not only serves Black
women, but the country as a whole. Improving the outcomes for marginalized
people is not only the moral thing to do, it is the transformation necessary to move
us collectively forward.

POLICY PATHWAY: ELIMINATING FINES AND FEES
There is no better example of the inherent anti-Blackness of U.S institutions and
systems than the practice of monetary sanctions within our criminal legal system.
Due to the persistence of the Black criminality narrative —which drives policing—
and with systemic racial bias baked into the criminal legal system, fines and fees are
disproportionately imposed on Black communities and have cascading effects on
other low-income communities.
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Fines and fees are not only incredibly extractive, stripping wealth from Black
communities that have been denied access to wealth building for centuries, but also
serve as another source of punishment for both the individuals who have served
time and their families. For Black women in particular, even if they are not
themselves convicted and incarcerated, they are often the ones who care financially
and emotionally for their incarcerated brothers, uncles, fathers, cousins and sons,.239
This extracts from their wealth in relationship to time, stress, health, and money.
Additionally, jurisdictions typically net very little or even lose revenue from the
practice of monetary sanctions since most people charged with fines and fees are
stuck in low paying jobs, are unemployed, and simply cannot afford to pay them.240
Thus, fines and fees are not only incredibly burdensome and damaging for Black
communities, further perpetuating economic inequality along racial and gender
lines, but they are an ineffective means of solving a problem that was created by the
government in the first place. To pave the way for a more equitable justice system,
policy solutions must both curb police power and include direct strategies to
eliminate fines and fees.
Monetary sanctions are a criminal legal punishment schema, also
called legal financial obligations (LFOs). This type of sentence
requires financial payments from most people who make contact
with the criminal legal system. The financial penalties are
administered at all levels of court systems f. In addition to fines
associated with specific offenses, people are charged fees for their
court processing, for DNA testing, for required post-sentencing
rehabilitative programs (e.g. drug and alcohol assessment and
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treatment), and in some instances, for the costs of incarceration
itself. Surcharges and assessments are also added on top of initial
LFO principle as restitution in many cases. This total bill often
accrues interest, collection and payment costs. Furthermore,
people face “cost points” through system contact from the cost of a
private or public defender, costs for video visitation and emails to
family, inflated costs of needed commissary items (e.g., sanitary
pads and other hygiene items), and costs related to other
punishments (e.g., electronic home monitoring, victim classes,
probation fees).241

Wealth Extraction Through Fines and Fees
Criminal legal fines and fees are part of a long history of racialized wealth extraction
and predatory government practices that unfairly attempt to generate revenue on
the backs of Black residents.242 Local and state governments have accelerated their
reliance on these racist and unjust practices since the mid-20th century. The second
wave of mass incarceration began in the early 1970’s with President Nixon’s “War on
Drugs,” followed by state and federal policies targeting low level drug possession,
developing sentence enhancements and “three strikes” sentencing guidelines.
These reforms continued through the 1990s. As a result, local jails and prisons
became overcrowded and jurisdictions needed to find ways to expand their budgets
to pay the cost of mass incarceration.
In the mid-1990s, states began to implement the ineffective policy practice of
increasing revenue by imposing monetary sanctions on people from low-income
communities of color through fines, fees, surcharges and costs.243 Since police target
and intensely surveil Black and brown communities, this practice disproportionately
impacts Black and brown families. Since 2010, 48 states have either increased their
criminal fees or adopted new ones.244 Local governments have come to rely heavily
on the false narrative that revenue generated from fines and fees is a legitimate
function of government, generating profits for cities and counties and “holding
people accountable.” As a result, police have become tax collectors using pre-textual
or low-level traffic stops, citations for loitering or sleeping on the sidewalk, and other
causes for generating revenue through ticketing.
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These practices have pushed Black families into obscene levels of debt and mental
stress. As noted in the Department of Justice’s Ferguson Report, “…many officers
appear to see some residents, especially those who live in Ferguson’s predominantly
African American neighborhoods, less as constituents to be protected than as
potential offenders and sources of revenue.”245 The truth is that attempting to raise
revenue through fines and fees is ineffective, inefficient, and harmful policy design.
Most governments see very little return. In Los Angeles County, for example, only 4
percent of fees charged were collectable.246

The Far Reaching Impact of the Harms of Fines and Fees
Figure 1 The Extensive Reach of Monetary Sanction’ Tentacles in the
Sociological World

Figure 1 illustrates that from housing and health stability, credit and
wealth accumulation, mobility, citizenship status, and employment
opportunities, this punishment system affects a number of dimensions of
people’s lives that negatively affect their reintegration and ability to live
free.247
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Pervasive targeted policing in communities of color has led to disproportionate rates
of police stops and arrests of people of color. Consequently, these communities pay
exorbitant fines and fees, which in turn extracts wealth and limits wealth
accumulation.248 For example, the average adult on probation in Alameda County in
California owes about $6,000 in fees for probation, use of a public defender and
sheriff work alternative programs.249 This amount quickly rises when interest rates of
up to 10 percent are charged. Families of color and low-income families are often
already in a state of economic precarity and cannot afford to pay the fine or fee,
forcing them to assume large criminal legal debt burdens.250 Thus, LFO’s are not only
extractive, but they act as significant debt anchors that cement communities of
color in place and inhibit their ability to accumulate wealth. Many states also
suspend driver’s licenses as a penalty for overdue fines and fees, which in turn
increases a person’s chances of arrest, warrants, incarceration, or increased fines for
driving without a license. In most states, LFOs are sentenced in tandem with
incarceration and probation time, and the fiscal penalties must be paid in full before
a person is released from court supervision and can have records sealed or vote.
These fines and fees lead to perpetual state surveillance, wealth extraction, and the
social control of poor and racially marginalized people. This purposeful punishment
has a profound negative effect on the political, economic, legal, and overall health of
Black people, families, and communities. As a result, Black Americans’ chances to
reach their full potential are stifled.

The Disparate Impact of Fines and Fees on Black Women

Black women bear the burden of penal debt in different and more punitive ways
than others who encounter the system. Women are frequently relied upon to
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financially support partners with incarceration costs, fines and fees.251 The Ella Baker
Center’s “Who Pays?” report found that even if women are not the ones being
arrested and/or fined, they are primarily the ones paying the fine, fee, or bail money
for their family members.252 The report found that 63 percent of court-related costs
were paid for by family members outside the system, and that 80 percent of those
family members were women.253 Beyond the financial impacts of fines and fees,
other pernicious punitive measures that accompany LFOs, such as driver’s license
suspensions, also lead to further strains on Black families and Black women. For
example, in a focus group conducted in Mississippi led by the Insight Center, one
Black woman highlighted the financial and emotional stress that has come from her
husband’s arrest and subsequent driver’s license suspension:
“My husband, he's 49. He was incarcerated 15 years . . . he's been out
going on 4 years. He hasn't been able to find a job, hasn't had a job,
won't nobody give him a chance. So my income has to take care of my
household.” 254
In sum, research shows that women and families are negatively affected by LFOs,
communities of color are negatively impacted by LFOs, and Black people are
disproportionately sentenced to LFOs compared to non-Black people.255 It follows
then that Black women in particular experience a pernicious relationship with the
system of monetary sanctions.256 By focusing on the experience of Black women and
building solutions to address the pernicious and disproportionate impacts of LFOs
that they face, we can create a more just criminal legal system for all.

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
While we advocate for immediate policy reform in the short term, ultimately, we argue
that the system of monetary sanctions needs to be entirely abolished. The only way to
stop racialized wealth extraction from Black women and their families is to stop the
legal process of monetary sanctions through which it often occurs. As explored in the
previous section on Policing and Prisons on page 63, one of the most foundational
actions Congress can take in addressing monetary sanctions is repealing and
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replacing the ’94 Crime Bill, which paved the way for expanding police power,
accelerating mass incarceration, and fueling debt and wealth extraction. We also
recognize that many incremental changes must occur at the state level to give Black
communities and many low-income communities of color immediate
relief. However, this does not absolve the federal government from taking bold action
and using its power to attach conditions to grants related to state law enforcement
and justice practices to ensure reforms are swiftly enacted. Such conditions should
mandate states to:

● Eliminate the sentencing of all fees, surcharges, costs and assessments.257
● Require current ability to pay hearings prior to assessment of all fines with
●
●

●
●
●

phase out as a goal.
Desist from imposing fees on youth and their families for court processing
and relieve all existing outstanding juvenile debt.
Discontinue suspending driver’s licenses related to non-payment of court
imposed fines and fees and reinstate all prior licenses that have been
suspended related to non-payment (without cost to driver).
Prohibit courts from issuing bench warrants related to non-payment of court
fines and fees or failure to appear.
Follow California’s lead and expunge old, uncollectable debt accumulated
through the levy of administrative fees.258
Annually report by jurisdiction (e.g., county, city, township, etc.) the amounts
of fines and fees sentenced, owed, and related surcharges, interest and
payment fees owed and collected and have standardized tracking for race,
gender, and income level of individuals when monetary sanction is sentenced.

Conclusion
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The evidence is clear: The American system of monetary sanctions is a purposeful
policy aimed at extracting wealth from Black individuals, their families and
communities — a pound of flesh that many do not have left to give. Since the 1990s,
fines and fees have developed into a multi-layered beast or web-like structure,259
with multiple tentacles260 affecting a variety of life dimensions for the people who
are too poor to pay. The stated aim is to structure sentencing, hold offenders
accountable, and recover criminal legal related costs.261 Within such a system,
incremental reforms to protect people too poor to pay will never shield them
completely from a largely discretionary system aimed at extracting labor, wealth,
and dignity from Black people. A system of monetary sanctions can never be “just,”
particularly within a society with so much racial and economic inequality.262
Impoverished citizens who are sentenced to monetary sanctions clearly understand
their relationship to the state — they are forever indebted, forever subjected to court
and police surveillance, control, and punishment. We have alternative rehabilitative
options, and even the option for abolition; we just need the will to make change.263

POLICY PATHWAY: REMAKING HIGHER EDUCATION
Higher education is often regarded as one of the most reliable pathways to
economic mobility, but because of the current student debt crisis, the “great
equalizer” is now anything but.264 While the statistics suggest that higher education
improves individuals’ financial well-being, the truth is that the burden of student
loan debt limits economic mobility for those millions of students forced to take on
debt to pursue a college degree. Student debt disproportionately affects Black
households' ability to build wealth and financial security. At over $1.7 trillion and
counting, the current student debt crisis is holding a generation hostage, preventing
them from obtaining the full benefits and promise that higher education is
supposed to provide. It is also exacerbating racial wealth disparities, as the Black
student debt crisis further entrenches the same inequities that spawned it.
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The current student debt crisis does not reflect the vision laid out by President
Lyndon B. Johnson when he signed the Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA).265 Yet,
intentional federal and state policy decisions created the current crisis and
continued inaction, a decision in and of itself, ensures that the crisis continues to
grow.266 Coming on the heels of major civil rights legislation, the HEA was intended
to open the doors of postsecondary education to all, particularly students of color
and women, by providing federal student aid to support their educational pursuits.
Though today loans make up the majority of federal student aid, grant-based aid
was envisioned as the foundation of federal aid packages when the HEA was
enacted. The HEA followed other major higher education investments at the federal
level through the Morrill Acts and the GI Bill,267 all of which had embedded inequities
in their structure and implementation that ensured that higher education remained
out of reach for most Americans while also helping to solidify a white middle class.268
From segregation and exclusion to the historical and continued underfunding of
historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) at the state and federal level,
Black students were denied higher education access in a myriad of ways.269 The HEA
was thus meant to be a watershed moment for postsecondary access but, just as
President Johnson sought to open the doors, state governments worked to close
them by decreasing their own support of public higher education. Over the years,
the trend away from investment in higher education as a public good has continued
as the Pell grant failed to keep up with college costs and ever more costs were
passed on to individuals and families even as wages remained stagnant and wealth
disparities worsened.270
The shift to the primarily debt-financed model for higher education financing meant
the inherent inequities found in the rest of our credit system would be etched into
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the higher education system as well. As has been noted, we have always had dual
systems of access and opportunity in this country with Black Americans unable to
access the same financial opportunities as their white counterparts and being
forced to pay more for everything, including and especially credit, at every turn.271 It
was thus inevitable and expected that families—many of which were already
burdened with debt and lacking credit—are faring worse in the emerging system as
they are forced to take on even more debt to access opportunity.272

The Burden
Twenty years after starting college, the typical Black borrower still owes 95 percent
of their student loan debt, while the median white student borrower owes only 6
percent of their debt.273 Black undergraduate degree holders overwhelmingly take
out student loans to support their college education at a rate of 86.8 percent
compared to their white peers, who borrow at a rate of 59.9 percent.274 They also
take out higher amounts.275 The stark disparities extend into repayment difficulties:
Black undergraduate degree holders default at five times the rate of white
undergraduates and are more likely to default on their student loans than white
dropouts.276 The burden of student loans is a problem that affects not just the Black
borrower but also their families and communities.277 When compared to majoritywhite zip codes, majority-Black zip codes have higher student loan borrowing rates
and higher debt loads, implying that the cumulative impact of loans affects entire
communities.278 Student loan debt limits one's ability to thrive financially, and the
burden is not carried equally, with Black women students at the core of the student
271
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debt trap.279 Simply put, the student debt crisis is the worst for Black women and we
cannot hope to fix this problem without centering the experience of Black women
borrowers.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, Black women are the most
educated demographic in the U.S.280 But this dominance comes at a heavy price.281
To date, the student loan debt crisis totals $1.75 trillion, affecting over 45 million
Americans.282 While women hold nearly two-thirds of student loan debt, Black
women face more significant burdens in their educational pursuits. According to
data published by the American Association of University Women, Black women
borrowers owe 20 percent more debt than white , Latinx, and Asian borrowers, with
an average of $41,466.05 owed on their undergraduate loans.283 This number
increases at the graduate level, as their cumulative debt grows; Black women owe
an average of $75,085 in student loans, while white and Latinx women owe $56,098
and $56,104.67, respectively.284 Forced to navigate a discriminatory labor market rife
with misogynoir while saddled with enormous student debt, Black women have
greater challenges in loan repayment, fighting to make ends meet in a workforce
where Black women earn $0.63 for every dollar earned by white men.285,286 While
women of color, in particular, are more likely to face difficulties repaying their school
loans, one study suggests that 57 percent of Black women have financial difficulty in
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the repayment of their student loans.287 Furthermore, Black women are more likely
to enroll in income-driven repayment (IDR) plans. While IDR is essential to helping
many borrowers “manage” their debt and avoid default, it often does little to reduce
their loan balances.288 Black women are most likely to watch their balances continue
to grow even as they make payments.289
The growing student loan bubble only exacerbates the conditions of financial
insecurity for Black women who are already underpaid. If higher education is to be
the engine that propels graduates forward, we must address the inequities and
inefficiencies in our college financing system that holds Black women back behind
their peers. It's critical to consider how the existing college financing structure has
shackled Black students' economic potential and how this crisis requires intentional
and bold policy action to address the debt burden.

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Since taking office, the Biden-Harris Administration has canceled more $15 billion in
student loan debt for roughly 675,000 borrowers and extended the pause on
student loan repayment.290,291 The Administration also established transformational
changes to the Public Service Loan Forgiveness Program, ensuring more public
service workers can obtain student loan forgiveness.292 While these efforts continue
to provide substantial, targeted relief to student borrowers, broader debt
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cancellation is still needed. Several policy proposals have been promulgated at the
federal level that provide some degree of student loan debt cancellation. For
example, Senator Bernie Sanders proposed the complete cancellation of student
loan debt for all borrowers.293 On Feb. 4, 2021, Senators Warren and Schumer and
Rep. Pressley introduced a resolution calling on President Biden to take executive
action to broadly cancel up to $50,000 in federal student loan debt per borrower.294
Meanwhile, President Biden has consistently emphasized supporting debt
cancellation up to $10,000 per student borrower, and has indicated that he is wary of
wiping significant portions of loans for individuals who attended Ivy League
schools.295,296

Broad-based loan cancellation is crucial to address the magnitude of the crisis and
how it affects Black borrowers at large. Canceling $50,000 for borrowers would
immediately increase the wealth of Black Americans by 40 percent, as reported by
the Roosevelt Institute.297 It is a policy approach that legislators and advocates
embrace, recognizing the importance of canceling broader student loan debt for the
communities hurt the most. However, while these partial measures recognize the
devastating effects of the student debt crisis, other research suggests that partial
debt cancellation may not be enough to alleviate the economic insecurity Black
women experience due to student loan debt.
In 2021, a report examining the impact of how Black borrowers experience student
debt suggested partial debt cancellation measures would be insufficient for Black
borrowers as a whole; in fact, some proposals will exclude many Black borrowers
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from the full benefits of cancellation.298 This is because Black borrowers typically
amass more than $50,000 in student loan debt. Black borrowers are more likely to
enroll in graduate school, to take out loans for undergraduate and graduate
education, and even with more income, they are less likely to accumulate wealth.299
Furthermore, the report specifically explains that President Biden's proposal to
cancel $10,000 “grossly misrepresents the student debt situation while ignoring
racial inequities.”300 Too often student loan borrowers are painted as wealthy, white
students attending Ivy League schools when in fact, student loan borrowers are
overwhelmingly low-income women, people of color, and older adults.301 Just as false
narratives about Black women have helped to ensure that policy changes that
would help Black women and our entire society are unable to advance, false
narratives about who student borrowers are and the struggles they face help ensure
that Black women and tens of millions of others remain ensnared in student debt.
Black women understand the urgency to cancel student loans and what it means
for our future. We understand how being Black in a society where institutional and
structural racism thrives sets us back at all intersections of our identity. The following
community stories give insight into how Black women see and experience student
loan debt in their lives.
“Student loans are inequitable and inaccessible to Black student
borrowers, which means from the moment we borrow we are
already at a loss. There are a number of barriers to access loans and
they often require a co-signer. If you happen to be approved, then
you are faced with debilitating interest rates. It’s almost as if you are
being punished for pursuing higher education. You are then left
with repayment plans that extend for what feels like a lifetime and
limits your expendable income. You have limited spending power in
your community and aren’t able to contribute to the economic
development in the collective ways that we need.”
~Sasha Eloi-Evans, EdD, Deputy Chief Diversity Officer at the
University of Rochester
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“The economic impact student loan debt has had on me as a Black
woman of trans experience has been a crushing blow to my fiscal
health. After spending several years in school for the purpose of
elevating my education and attempting to secure a sound career, I
found myself facing a mountain of debt, and still not enough of an
income to pay back these loans and sustain daily living expenses.
Most often black women of trans experience don’t even have the
opportunities to continue their education beyond high school due
to harassment, and discrimination. When we are afforded the
opportunity, in my experience, securing a job that we are
comfortable in to pay the loans back, as well as live day to day in
our economy can prove to be a challenge, and in most cases,
overbearing.”
~Javannah Davis, Founder and CEO of Women Appropriating
Visibility & Empowerment (WAVE) and Linje Enterprises LLC.
“I am someone who went to a public university for undergrad but
private institutions for my masters and doctoral programs. Private
educational institutions have the tendency to be more costly than
public ones. Taking out loans to not only support my tuition but my
livelihood was of the utmost importance. Two years post-doctoral
degree, I’m faced with worrying about and putting energy and
effort into spending 10-20 years paying off my debt… when this
same energy and effort could be going towards other avenues like
the amount of energy and effort it takes to sit with people during
their most vulnerable time as a psychologist. Canceling student
loans would have varying positive impacts on Black communities,
the impact that it would have on me is that of holistic (mind, body,
financial, etc.) liberation.”
~Gabrielle Woodard, PsyD, LP

The student debt crisis is a racial justice issue: it cannot be regarded as a minor
policy problem, nor detached from the legacy of racial violence and exclusion that
created and perpetuates it. The urgency remains for policymakers to provide broad
student debt cancellation, and ensure that it maximizes relief for those facing a
greater debt burden. For Black women borrowers, the most equitable route to
recompense for their pain and suffering, and to help them move forward, is full
student loan debt cancellation.302 For far too long, Black women borrowers and our
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families have been neglected in discussions about student loan debt. We’ve been
taught that the burden of student debt exists due to a lack of financial knowledge
and the educational programs that Black women pursue. The truth is the student
loan debt system has been rigged from its inception, keeping those historically
marginalized trapped in a system of high debts following them for a lifetime.

Conclusion
Black women have continuously shown up for America; we all witnessed this in the
organizing led by Black women during the 2020 election season — supporting the
campaigns of elected officials who vowed to put student loan debt and other issues
affecting our livelihood at the forefront. By applying Black Women Best (BWB) and
centering Black women in policymaking, our government can enhance the
economic foundation for all marginalized groups and strengthen the economy for
everyone.

Now is the moment to pay it forward for Black women and our community’s
collective good and address systemic issues that exacerbate racial wealth disparities.
We must create a society where a debt-financed higher education system is no
longer tolerated or accepted. The first step to this is broad-based debt cancellation,
followed by reforming our broken system and re-investing in higher education as a
public good that benefits us all.303 This will lead us to make room for initiatives
aimed at establishing equity instead of the current failed higher education financing
structure. It goes beyond canceling student loan debt to building a debt-free college
framework in which students can meet all of their financial needs without relying on
loans, HBCUs are fully funded and supported, and our antiquated loan repayment
system is transformed.304
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POLICY PATHWAY: GUARANTEEING HOUSING RIGHTS
Since its inception, the architecture of the U.S. housing system has been rooted in
anti-blackness and patriarchal notions, and has deprived all Americans equal access
to housing.305 Anti-blackness, and particularly narratives of Black criminality and the
welfare queen myth, have shaped both homeownership and the rental housing
market for decades, preventing policymakers from creating safe spaces and housing
for Black women.306 Today, this racist and sexist housing system has reverberating
impacts on other low income communities. By centering the needs, desires and
dreams of Black women — the most marginalized group in our housing market —
the government can holistically address the racism and sexism baked into housing
policy in order to create a more equitable and just housing system for all Americans.

How Black Women Have Been Denied Access to Safe and Affordable Housing
Over the course of U.S. history, racist and sexist federal policies have denied Black
women access to safe and affordable housing in both homeownership and rental
markets.

Homeownership
From the Homestead Act of 1862 to New Deal era policies307 in the early 20th century,
the federal government provided “wealth starter kits” to white Americans through
access to homeownership while denying those same opportunities to Black people.
Jim Crow Era policies such as redlining, racial covenants and exclusionary zoning
worked by intentionally segregating Black people into Black neighborhoods and
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subsequently devaluing Black homes in those neighborhoods.308 Today these racist
and sexist policies remain in the homeownership market in different forms —
lending discrimination309, realtor discrimination310, racial bias in property valuation311,
property tax assessment gaps312, etc. - and continue to lock Black women out of
homeownership opportunities while preventing them from reaping the same
financial benefits from homeownership as their white counterparts. Leading up to
the Great Recession, many banks deliberately peddled Black people into riskier and
costlier mortgages. Despite Black women having higher credit scores, they were 256
percent more likely to receive a subprime mortgage than a white man with the
same financial profile.313 In 2019, Black women had the lowest homeownership rate
at 39 percent, while white women and white men had a homeownership rate of 69
percent and 74 percent respectively.314

Even when Black women are able to access homeownership, it does not often
provide the promise of safety and economic security. In 2018, homes in
neighborhoods with no Black residents were worth a median value of $341,000 while
homes in neighborhoods with majority Black residents were worth $184,000.315 In
2019, 33 percent of Black women homeowners were cost burdened (paying 30
percent of their income on housing) and 15 percent were severely cost-burdened
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(paying 50 percent or more of their income on housing) in comparison to 25 percent
and 11 percent of all women homeowners respectively.316 Since many Black women
often lack the safety net that intergenerational wealth has provided their white
counterparts, high maintenance costs and increased burdens such as energy bills,
insurance, and property taxes may prevent them from sustaining their housing in
the long term.317 In December 2021, more than 8 million women were behind on rent
or mortgage payments, with Black non-Hispanic and Latina women being most
likely to be behind.318

Rental
Because federal housing policies locked Black women out of homeownership
opportunities, they have been disproportionately forced into the rental housing
market319 where they face numerous systemic barriers to obtaining a safe and
affordable home.
Over the past few decades, the federal government has both deregulated housing
markets and disinvested in public housing programs which has only fueled further
housing insecurity for Black women looking to public programs for relief.320 From
1996 to 2014 federal spending on housing assistance relative to gross domestic
product (GDP) fell by 30 percent, and today only one in four eligible renters receive
rental assistance.321 Federal housing expenditures are also extremely unbalanced,
favoring homeowners over renters, meaning that those most in need of assistance
are locked out.322 Racism, ableism, and sexism are baked into public rental programs
at all stages of the process despite being illegal under the Fair Housing Act: from
biases in tenant screening, weak tenant protections, overly complicated programs,
bias in program staff, and low quality housing stock.323
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Due to racism and sexism baked into our economy, Black women are more likely to
be cost-burdened and face eviction. Among renters, single women of color are about
two times more likely than single, white non-Hispanic men to spend the majority of
their income on rent.324 According to the ACLU's analysis of data provided by the
Eviction Lab from 2012 - 2016, Black female renters were filed against for eviction at
double the rate of white renters or higher in 17 of 36 states.325 And over their lifetime,
one in five Black women experience eviction, compared to 1 in 15 white women.326 In
addition to financial precarity, Black women also face other unsafe housing
conditions that threaten their physical safety. Women of color and LGBTQ+ tenants
disproportionately experience sexual harassment by their landlords.327 Research has
found that survivors who experienced landlord sexual coercion were 38 percent
more likely to face housing insecurity and homelessness than those who did not.328
And there is a very strong relationship between housing insecurity and domestic
violence as many women experiencing homelessness have experienced violence,
such as severe physical or sexual abuse or intimate partner violence.329 Transgender
women of color, also face a high risk of housing insecurity. They are often denied
access to shelters and when they do gain access experience harassment or
assault.330

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Over the last 100 years, the housing market has consistently perpetuated racial and
gender discrimination, designing a housing system that has denied Black women
access to safe and affordable housing or access to wealth realized through
homeownership.331 By centering the experience and needs of Black women in our
current housing system, we can build a just housing system that works for all
Americans. We propose the following six policy solutions:
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Create a Federal Homes Guarantee
As a baseline we need to commit to ensuring that all Black women have access to
safe, accessible affordable housing through a housing guarantee. A federal homes
guarantee would mean that everyone in the U.S. has a right to a safe and dignified
house. This proposal requires a shift in our mindset from housing as a commodity to
housing as a public good332 and would require major public reinvestments in public
housing to address the shortage of affordable housing. This must include substantial
investments in accessible housing and implementing disability-forward housing
policies333 to ensure all marginalized communities are guaranteed safe homes. These
kinds of reforms would also allow us to deploy the Housing First model to combat
homelessness. People’s Action, with the assistance of Democracy Collaborative, has
published a 20-page report outlining a plan and a vision for a federal homes
guarantee with the goal of eradicating housing insecurity and homelessness.334
Implementing a homes guarantee is a large endeavor, however it will be a
transformative solution and a foundational action to eradicate housing insecurity for
Black women and all Americans.

Establish a Federal Reparations Program
As research has shown, Black women do not experience the benefits of
homeownership equally due to the cumulative impacts of housing discrimination.335
The most direct way to address the cumulative intergenerational effects of antiBlack racism perpetrated through our housing market is through direct payments
to Black American descendants of slaves.336 While this will require large scale federal
investments (raising the Black share of wealth up to the Black share of the nation’s
population would require an expenditure of at least $11 trillion), 337 a federal
reparations program is the most transformative step in solving the fundamental
harms caused by cumulative damages of slavery, Jim Crow, housing discrimination
and the enormous racial wealth gap.

332

Pattillo, Mary. 2013. "Housing: Commodity versus right." Annual Review of Sociology 39.
Lake, Jaboa, Valerie Novack, and Mia Ives-Rublee. 2021. “Recognizing and Addressing Housing Insecurity for Disabled
Renters”. The Center for American Progress.
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/recognizing-addressing-housing-insecurity-disabled-renters/
334
People’s Action Collective. 2019. “A National Homes Guarantee”. https://homesguarantee.com/wp-content/uploads/HomesGuarantee-_-Briefing-Book.pdf
335
Hicks, N., Addo, F. R., Price, A., & Dairty, W. 2021. Still Running Up the Down Escalator: How Narratives Shape Our
Understanding of Racial Wealth Inequality. Insight Center for Community Economic Development and The Samuel DuBois Cook
Center on Social Equity at Duke University .https://socialequity.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/INSIGHT_Still-Running-UpDown-Escalators_vF.pdf
336
Darity, W. 2021. The True Cost of Closing the Racial Wealth Gap. The New York Times. https://
www.nytimes.com/2021/04/30/business/racial-wealth-gap.html; Darity, W., & Mullen, A. K. 2020. Resurrecting the Promise of 40
Acres: The Imperative of Reparations for Black Americans. Roosevelt Institute. https://rooseveltinstitute.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/07/ RI_Report_ResurrectingthePromiseof40Acres_202005.pdf
337
ibid
333

87

A federal reparations program will require narrative shifts and political will to match
the investments needed, which will take time. However, there are interim measures
we can take. For example, we can both demonstrate and remedy federal complicity
in extracting wealth from Black Americans with intentional effort to expand
veterans’ benefits to families likely to have been denied these benefits in the past,
such as the ability to purchase a home through the GI bill.338 Additionally, we can
also target down payment assistance to first generation homebuyers as Rep. Maxine
Waters’ Down Payment Toward Equity Act does. This bill provides $100 billion dollars
in targeted down payment assistance to first time homebuyers whose parents do
not own a home because they were locked out of homeownership by exclusionary
housing policies. It builds on a proposal drafted by the National Fair Housing
Alliance339 and would aid the 1.7 million mortgage-ready Black consumers,340 many
of whom are women, get over one of the primary barriers in accessing
homeownership-down payments.
Reform the Mortgage Interest Deduction (MID)
Our federal housing expenditures are extremely lopsided - with 60 percent of
spending benefiting households with incomes above $100,000. This is in large part
due to the fact that our federal housing expenditures benefit homeowners in the
form of the Mortgage Interest Deduction (MID).341 As explored further in the section
on tax policy on page 90, targeting the Mortgage Interest Deduction (MID) is critical
in ensuring that Black women have access to the benefits of this tax break. The
savings made from this reform could be used to fund other systemic housing
solutions such as a homes guarantee.

Private Sector Regulation and Fair Housing Enforcement
Deregulation and financialization of the housing market by the federal government
have led to extractive private sector practices in the credit market.342 Black women
are often the target of financial predation through predatory banking schemes,
installment loans, contract leasing and other mechanisms. Moreover, each year 4
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million incidents of housing discrimination occur despite the nation’s robust fair
housing laws.343 The federal government should take a leading role in addressing
extractive predatory practices by the private sector in housing (predatory loans, land
installment contracts), and fully enforce the country’s fair housing laws.

Creatively Leverage Funding Sources
It is important to strategically identify different funding sources that could be
utilized for systemic and innovative housing policies that center the needs of Black
women. For instance, as seen later in the “Environmental Justice” section on page
121, Black women disproportionately experience the consequences of climate
change, and are more at risk to experience housing insecurity due to environmental
racism. By utilizing funds from the Community Development Block Grant Disaster
Recovery Program we could fund an equitable disaster recovery program or look to
fund interventions for more energy efficient and more resilient housing.344

Shift Harmful Housing Narratives
It is imperative to identify the ways that harmful narratives about Black women
show up in housing policy design as well as the delivery of public housing
programs345 (e.g., welfare queen, anti-black stereotypes of the “irresponsible” tenants
or homeowners, tropes of Black criminality) and make significant investments in
counternarratives with the aim to shift mental models. These narratives are deeply
embedded in all aspects of our housing policy infrastructure - from the metrics we
use to build our housing programs,346 to biases in accessing public housing
programs, to racist treatment imposed by those administering housing programs.347
These biases not only harm Black women but have reverberating impacts for other
low income groups and communities of color. The federal government should
spearhead and invest in research to identify where and how these narratives and
biases show up in our housing infrastructure and invest in solutions to shift these
harmful narratives.
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Conclusion
Racism and sexism are embedded into the architecture of the American housing
system, and have disproportionately denied Black women access to safe, affordable
and healthy housing. Status quo and individual level solutions will not be adequate
in addressing the anti-Blackness and sexism embedded in the DNA of our housing
system. By implementing bold housing solutions rooted in the experiences and
needs of Black women, we can create structural and systemic policy shifts that build
a just and fair housing system that works for all Americans.

POLICY PATHWAY: PROGRESSING ON TAX POLICY
Centering Black women in tax reform means taking aim at policies that protect and
grow white income and wealth, and redistributing those dollars through the tax
code and public investments that can advance Black income
Figure 2
and wealth building. Reducing the inequities
that hold back Black women will boost the
economy overall, benefiting everyone.348

Tax Policy Is Not Race Neutral
Racism shaped the development of the U.S. tax
code in ways that continue to impact current
tax policy. While the progressive nature of the
tax system today addresses some issues of
racial inequity, many tax provisions have
historically benefited white households at the
literal expense of other taxpayers. A federal tax
system that allows Black women, including
those who are single, queer, trans, and
immigrant, to thrive requires overhauling
current tax policy to account for the historic and persistent racism that shapes the
many factors used to determine tax liability.
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Although the federal tax code does not explicitly benefit any race, anti-Black racism
has been central to decisions of federal taxation since our nation’s founding, with
consequences for lower wealth households of all races and the economy as a
whole.349 A primary example is a clause in the U.S. Constitution designed to protect
slavery and the economic dominance of wealthy white landowners.350 At the time,
this clause presented a structural barrier to progressive income taxation for decades
and today it continues to limit the way the federal government taxes wealth.351

Tax Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Wealth in the United States is highly concentrated, and much of it goes untaxed.
white households hold 85 percent of all wealth and the richest 10 percent of white
households hold nearly two-thirds of all wealth.352 Compared to their white
counterparts, Black women are less likely to have wealth, to own a home, to hold
retirement savings, and to receive inheritances and other family financial support.
The wealth gap between Black and white women is dramatic, at any age, education
level, and regardless of marital status. For example, median wealth for single Black
women with children is zero, compared to $3,000 for their white counterparts; for
married, college-educated Black women, it is $45,000 compared with $260,000 for
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their white counterparts.353 Lack of wealth leaves Black women and Black LGBTQ
people, who are overrepresented among those with low incomes, more vulnerable
to income shocks.354, 355
The federal tax code has long been used as a tool of oppression, but it can and
should instead be used to redress the ways that anti-Black racism has kept Black
women, and many others, from accumulating wealth. It can be used to boost the
incomes of Black women, especially those with children. Moreover, changes to the
federal tax code that center Black women can be leveraged to incentivize states to
follow suit.
Strengthen the Estate Tax
Changes made to the federal estate tax in 2001 vastly expanded the amount of
property wealth that could be passed on tax free and eliminated a dollar-for-dollar
federal credit for state-level estate taxes. The 2017 tax law (P.L. 115-97) further
weakened the estate tax by doubling the per-person exemption to $11 million,356 a
change projected to decrease federal revenues by $83 billion over eight years.357 This
treatment of property wealth benefits extremely wealthy, primarily white
households with high value properties, and extends what is likely already an
inherited advantage of wealth onto their heirs.358 By sharply reducing the exemption
alone, Congress could raise billions in revenue to invest in the wealth-generation of
Black women. Lawmakers can further strengthen the estate tax by raising the estate
tax rate and closing loopholes that help the wealthy evade the tax.359
Reform Capital Gains
Three-quarters of profits earned on the sale of assets like stocks, bonds, and real
estate accrue to the top 1 percent of households, which are overwhelmingly white.360
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These capital gains are taxed as income at the time they’re realized. However, people
who inherit such assets are only taxed on the gains accrued after inheritance. That
means that the gains accrued between time of original purchase and the transfer of
the asset to an heir goes completely untaxed. Eliminating this provision called the
“stepped up basis” would raise billions and affect just the top 1 percent of
households.361 One estimate puts the revenue gain at $113 billion over 10 years.362
Target the Mortgage Interest Deduction
Barriers to homeownership like low pay, lack of wealth and inheritance, and historic
discrimination in lending, leave Black women less able to access homeowner tax
breaks like mortgage interest deduction. This tax break skews to wealthier, mostly
white households, with less than 10 percent of the deduction going to claimants
with income under $100,000. Moreover, it fails to address the biggest barriers to
homeownership (down payments and closing costs) and confers benefits to those
who have already purchased a home.363 Converting the deduction into a refundable
tax credit for lower income households who buy and rent would make it more
accessible to Black women.364 The savings from this reform could instead support
assistance with down payments, financing, and closing costs for low and moderate
income households. Federal lawmakers could also pursue a standalone renters
credit,365 and allow filers to deduct losses on the sale of a primary home. Current
federal tax law exempts the first $250,000 or $500,000 in home sale gains - with the
larger exemption allowed for married households, who are more likely to be white.366
No such support is offered for incurring a loss on the sale of a home, although this is
more likely to occur for Black homeowners due to the routine devaluation of homes
in Black neighborhoods.367
Expand Credits for Families with Children and Dependents
The Child Tax Credit (CTC), Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), and Child and
Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC) boost the incomes of Black women, who often
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support families but hold low-paying jobs due to intersecting racial, ethnic, and
gender discrimination in the labor market.368 Recent, temporary expansions to the
credits’ size and eligibility benefitted Black families. For example, households that
previously received partial or no benefit from the CTC or CDCTC because they
earned too little to qualify became eligible to receive the full amount of each credit.
If made permanent, this change to the CTC alone would benefit more than half of all
Black children, including one in five whose family previously received no credit.369
Similarly, 21 percent of Black women currently benefit from receipt of the EITC370,
and extending the recent expansion for adults not raising children in the home
would boost the incomes of 2.7 million Black workers.371 These credits also could be
expanded to disregard immigration status to make them more inclusive of Black
women and families of all backgrounds.
Incentivize State Tax Changes
Federal tax law can shape state tax decisions in ways that improve equity in state tax
codes and fuel investments that benefit Black women and their families. For
example, reducing the federal estate tax exemption and reinstating the tax credit for
state-levied estate taxes would likely result in reinstated or increased state estate
taxes. Likewise, if the “stepped up basis” on capital gains were eliminated, many
states would follow suit by default. In addition, many states with their own EITCs
would automatically adopt federal changes to the credit.

Race-Based Data Can Strengthen the Path Forward
The IRS does not collect data on filers’ race or ethnicity – a decision ostensibly aimed
at preventing discrimination.372 However, this colorblind practice has concealed the
racially disparate and disproportionate tax preferences conferred on high earnings
and wealth.373 The lack of race-based data has also made it difficult to determine the
fairness of tax enforcement actions. A 2019 study found that the shifting of IRS
enforcement resources from investigations of high-income taxpayers to
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comparatively cheaper374 audits of low- and middle-income EITC claimants led to
bias in auditing, such that the 10 U.S. counties with the highest audit rates were all
poor, rural, and predominantly Black.375 Race-based data would help to identify
needed reforms in tax code enforcement by clearly indicating when returns receive
disparity scrutiny by race.
To fully expose and repair the harms of racial inequality in the design and
administration of tax policy, the IRS must collect racial data in some form. This will
not guarantee more equitable policy development, but it is a step toward
transparency and accountability that would benefit Black women and their families.

POLICY PATHWAY: SAFEGUARDING PUBLIC BENEFITS
Black women have been the target of harmful racist tropes for generations.376 Born
out of slavery, anti-Black images, such as the “mammy” and “jezebel,” labeled Black
people, particularly Black women, as biologically inferior to white people and
inherently lazy, promiscuous, and irrational.377 white enslavers used these toxic
narratives to justify and utilize forced reproduction and labor to exploit, control, and
punish enslaved Black women while maximizing their economic returns.378 This is
discussed further in the “Shifting the Narrative” subsection on page 16.
Today, these themes are reflected in many policies in the U.S. — specifically in public
benefits and always at the expense of Black women. For generations, policymakers
have used dog whistles (e.g., the “welfare queen”) to insinuate that Black women —
and other people experiencing poverty — are fraudulent and unproductive.379
Despite working more than white women throughout American history,380 Black
women are scapegoated as a way for our government and economic institutions to
promote forced labor, bolster white supremacy, and encourage public support of
substantial cuts to public benefits programs. Even advocates for the expansion of
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public benefits have reinforced these stereotypes by emphasizing how these
programs would benefit the “deserving poor.”381

The dismantling of public benefits and the implementation of punitive policies hurt
everyone, but these actions carry disproportionate consequences for Black women
and other people of color. 382For example, parents receiving Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) face the threat of having cash aid taken away for not meeting
ill-founded work requirements -the origins of which hark back to slavery and the
whitelash to Reconstruction.383 It is thus unsurprising that research shows that Black
people are more likely to be sanctioned than white people.384
In order to repair the harm that Black women have experienced through their
participation or discriminatory exclusion from public benefits programs, it is
imperative to partner with those women to not only hear their issues, but bring
them into decision making spaces as policy experts to create the solutions they
desire — and need — to see. Through the Center on Law and Social Policy (CLASP’s)
engagement with community members (e.g., the Community Partnership Group), a
constant theme participants highlight is the mistreatment and low-quality service at
public benefits offices across the nation, serving as a clear deterrent to accessing
benefits.385 For those who are able to access benefits, the material help they receive
comes at the cost of respect and agency.386
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Supporting cuts to public benefits programs based on racist stereotypes about
Black women hurts everyone. Using Black Women Best as a framework for public
benefits programs will repair harm and uplift one of the most marginalized groups
in the country, which will in turn uplift the entire nation.

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Note: The recommendations below affirm the dignity of individuals and families by
acknowledging that they know best regarding the resources — both available and
needed — to take care of themselves. These recommendations are grounded in
promoting economic security, dignity, and the wellbeing of people. This is not an
exhaustive list, as Black Women Best is about policy proposals that are designed by
and for the people utilizing these programs.

Federal, state, and local administrators and policymakers should center ALL public
benefits programs on trust and the expertise and needs of Black women and other
people experiencing poverty.387 Those in a position to create policy and public
benefits programs must retire the use of racist stereotypes and narratives that aim
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to hurt and disparage Black women, including labels such as the “undeserving poor,”
which implicitly positions some (predominantly white people) as more “respectable”
beneficiaries. Administrators and policymakers should deploy an intentional and
targeted media campaign to undo the harm of the racist stereotypes about Black
women that have led to the shame and stigma surrounding public benefits
programs and the creation of biased policies. Moreover, regressive and oppressive
policies that have been justified through racist narratives– including but not limited
to: work requirements, fraud and program "integrity" efforts that disproportionately
target women of color, and all other forms of administrative burden and alienation,
must end. Administrators and policymakers must also acknowledge the harm done
by policies like the Social Security Act’s covert exclusion of people of color, along with
other governmental policies and initiatives including welfare reform, work
requirements, horrible treatment by state officials, fraud and program integrity, and
how those policies have eroded the trust of people experiencing poverty–particularly
Black women. Then moving beyond acknowledgment to repair, they must advance
a federal program to provide reparations for Black people.388
To provide a better customer service experience, rooted in dignity and agency for
benefits recipients, state agencies should engage in training on the impact of
systemic racism, implicit bias, and white supremacy to better understand current
programs and regulations, as well as their origins.389 They should also give customers
and community stakeholders the opportunity to provide direct feedback more
consistently than the occasional online surveys or notice to evaluate their agencies’
harmful culture. In order to do so, they must meaningfully engage with the
individuals and communities who are most impacted—and have historically been
traumatized by—benefits programs, policies, rules, processes, and operations. To
begin this process, State agencies should seek out partnerships with organizations
that are led by people who are Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian American, Native
Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, LGBTQ+, and immigrants and that have supported
communities when the federal government and administering agencies have failed
to do so. These partnerships should be conducted in a way that prioritizes the
benefit to the communities over the cost, and provides community leaders with the
ability to elevate issues as they arise. Acknowledging the issues that exist, and
creating avenues to restore faith in the process would benefit both agencies as well
as recipients in the long run.

“CLASP Responds to Methods and Leading Practices for Advancing Equity and Support for Underserved Communities through
Government”. 2021. Center for Law and Social Policy, https://www.clasp.org/publications/testimony/comments/clasp-respondsmethods-and-leading-practices-advancing-equity-and
389
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Necessary Program Changes
Overall, public benefits programs should not be conditional on work, past
convictions, or behaviors but should instead focus on economic security and
wellbeing. There should be better coordination between all programs to prevent
people from having to submit the same information multiple times to different
programs. A few simple but effective changes would be: to reduce verification
requests by using existing data, make online services more user-friendly and
accessible to people using mobile devices, and give people options between in
person, online, and phone access.
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) should substantially
increase SNAP benefits because the average benefit amount only per person is
$175/month390 (about $1.94 per meal) even with the recent increase to the Thrifty
Food Plan391 Moving to the low-cost or moderate-cost food plans would better reflect
the everyday diets of most Americans.392 SNAP should remove the 3 out of 36 month
time limits on unemployed working-age adults without minor children in the home
or a documented disability,393 the option for states to deny nutrition assistance to
people with previous histories of drug felonies,394 the confusing student exclusions395
the five-year bar to ensure that immigrant families can access benefits,396 and child
support related disqualifications.397 The program should also remove its interview
requirement because there has been a waiver398 in place during the pandemic that
proves they are unnecessary and create more administrative burden. SNAP should
get rid of the cap on shelter deduction399 which is substantially lower than the
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average cost of rent in all states,400 include student loan payment as a deduction for
SNAP, and allow the purchase of hot foods with SNAP benefits.401
Based on the inherent harm402 and inadequacy403 of the program, Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) should be removed and replaced with a federal
needs-based cash assistance program without the harsh work and behavioral
requirements404 or restricted funding of TANF that accompanies guaranteed
income. For example, when people experience hardships and need supplemental
income beyond guaranteed income, they would be eligible for such a program. In
conjunction with a universal guaranteed income program, the new cash assistance
program would serve as targeted universalism– filling in the gaps of economic
support for people who need additional assistance405
Medicaid is discussed in the “Policy Pathway: Improving Health Care” section on
page 50, and housing subsidies are discussed in the “Policy Pathway: Guaranteeing
Housing Rights” section on page 83.

Conclusion

Reimagining and redesigning public benefits in a way that centers Black women
and their families is the necessary bold change needed to adequately help everyone
— across identity and geography — struggling to afford their basic, fundamental
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needs. This will expand economic opportunity, improve child outcomes, and reduce
unique and universal hardship.406 Moreover, acknowledgment of the historical and
current harms done to Black women through public benefits policies is necessary to
ensure that these policies are undone and won’t happen again. it is imperative that
steps beyond just acknowledgment are taken by providing restitution and repair for
those specific harms monetarily, systemically, and culturally.

POLICY PATHWAY: FULFILLING THE PROMISE OF VOTING RIGHTS
AND FULL CITIZENSHIP
A policy agenda that centers Black women in its values and outcomes requires
considerable political will to move forward. In this way, a just, inclusive, multi-racial
democracy is a necessary condition for the well-being of Black women (and
everyone). Black women’s democratic participation, representation, and political
power are critical for crafting an inclusive economy and just society.

The political history of Black women speaks powerfully to our central place as
torchbearers of American democratic practice, even in a fraught polity that has often
fallen short of its professed ideals.407 Black women were not constitutionally
permitted to vote until the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Our
voting rights remained precarious until the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
Throughout this time and beyond, Black women have been resilient and steadfast in
our engagement with U.S. politics, even as we have confronted profound
exclusion.408
If voting rights are indicative of full citizenship, then Black women have had voice for
less than 60 years–and undocumented, disabled, and young Black women are still
406
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left wanting. American democracy is young, fragile and still laden with divisive and
restrictive policies that hinder the political power of Black women. To achieve the
desired outcomes in Black Women Best (BWB), we must ensure Black women can
exercise our political and economic power to influence the democratic and
economic conditions that affect our lives. When the community chronically
excluded from U.S. democracy and economy actually experiences full democratic
and economic citizenship, everyone thrives.

Black Women as the “Backbone” of the U.S. Democracy
Black women are one of the most active constituencies in the U.S. electorate.409 We
consistently vote at high rates relative to other women of color and on par with
white women (see Figure 3).

Figure 3 Voting Rates Among Women, by Race and Ethnicity

Source: Current Population November Voting & Registration Supplement
Over and above our exemplary voter turnout, Black women have also made gains in
political representation in recent years:

409
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●
●

Between May 2016 and May 2020, Black elected officials increased at a rate of
17 percent, from 6.5 percent to 7.6 percent.410
Black women were the major driver of that progress, as their representation
increased in all offices at a rate of 33 percent, from 2.3 percent to 3.1 percent.411

Still, there is substantial room for improvement in Black representation. As of May
2020, Black leaders held just 7.6 percent of elected offices at the federal, state,
county, and city levels while they make up 13 percent of the U.S. population.412
Furthermore, Black women’s increases in political representation have occurred in
spite of the high cost of entry in electoral politics due to campaign costs that limit
broad access to people with limited financial capital or assets.413

Though Black women are widely considered the “backbone” of U.S democracy, our
political inclusion has necessitated overcoming voter suppression in the context of
deep economic and social disadvantage.414 Even as Black women are publicly
praised for saving democracy, we are acutely aware of the ways we are treated as
second-class citizens. Results from a national survey of nearly 15,000 Black, Latino,
Asian and white respondents convey Black women’s distinctive experiences and
status in American life and politics.415 Namely, only 32 percent of more than two
thousand Black women surveyed agreed that they “feel like a full and equal citizen
in this country with all the rights and protections that other people have.” white
men and women agreed to this statement at rates more than twice as high as Black
women (see Table 1). Black women were least likely among all respondents to feel
like full and equal citizens.

“Confronting the Demographics of Power: Mapping Black Representation During a Turbulent Era,” Who Leads (Reflective
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Table 2. Perceptions of Full and Equal Citizenship
white Men

70.2%

white Women

66.9%

Latino Men

60.3%

AAPI416 Men

58.3%

AAPI Women

52.3%

Latina Women

51.1%

Black Men

43.2%

Black Women

32.1%

Cell entries represent the percent of survey
respondents in each group who strongly agree,
agree, or somewhat agree to the following
statement: “I feel like a full and equal citizen in this
country with all the rights and protections that
other people have.”
Source: 2020 Collaborative
Election Survey

Multiracial

Post-

Overcoming Suppression and Democracy Beyond Elections
It is not surprising that Black women do not feel like full and equal citizens. When we
do vote at high rates and influence elections—as they did in Georgia in 2020—we
risk backlash and voter suppression.417 What’s more is that democratic citizenship
goes beyond voting rights to include access to social rights such as housing,
education, and health.418 As detailed throughout this report, Black women in the
United States have constrained social rights that leave us disproportionately
416

AAPI= Asian American and Pacific Islander
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vulnerable to poverty, precarity, and harm. In this way, Black women’s political
participation does not sufficiently translate into substantive representation that
maximizes our material thriving and well-being.

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Though voting rights are no panacea, they remain critical for building a just
democracy. Toward this end, we offer key policy recommendations related to voting
and elections:
●

●

●

Automatic and Same Day Voter Registration: To eliminate a barrier to voting
that registration has always affected Black women.419 Research shows both
AVR and SDR can boost turnout among Black voters.420
Extended Early Voting Period: Of at least two full weeks leading up to
Election Day, including weekends, to ensure Black women–who juggle more
roles and responsibilities than perhaps any other community in our society–
can make it to the polls and make their voices heard.421
Small Donor Public Financing for Elections: To ensure Black women can
mount successful campaigns for public office, and in turn to build a small
donor democracy that is more reflective and inclusive.422 These programs are
already in place in cities and states across the country, thanks in part to the
organizing and leadership of Black women.423

These policies only represent a portion of what has been introduced as part of a
transformative federal legislation424 considered in the 117th Congress, including the
Freedom to Vote Act, John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, and the
Washington D.C. Admission Act. These bills only grow more urgent as states pass
racist voter suppression laws.425 In light of setbacks for that legislation, however,
strong infrastructure for equitable, accessible elections at the state level is even
more critical.

419
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Further, because we know the presence or absence of democracy extends well
beyond elections to all corners of Black women’s lives, we also offer policy
recommendations related to what we call economic democracy426—the notion that
the people can and should have more control over the institutions and economic
forces that shape their lives.
●

●

●

Public Ownership of Resources: To ensure the essential goods that fuel
Black women’s lives—water,427 energy,428 banking,429 credit,430 care431, and
more—stay public and are controlled by people, not private corporate actors.
Decentralizing Corporate Power: Breaking up and regulating big tech to
prevent today’s billion-dollar corporations like Amazon, Google, and Facebook
from monopolizing every market, privatizing every service, and owning Black
women’s futures.432
Co-Governance: To build greater people power in the institutions that govern
Black women’s lives through policies like expanded bargaining433 and
collective bargaining rights for tenant associations,434 participatory policy
making models like participatory budgeting,435 and through creating and
modeling community oversight structures to ensure just and equitable
implementation of laws and policies.436

Conclusion
By highlighting the political economy of voting and full citizenship, we place the
other aspects of this report into an important context. Often the most marginalized
and yet still among the most politically active and economically resilient, Black
women have long played a leading role in expanding access to rights for all
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communities. Black women’s political voice and power are a critical precondition for
moving toward justice for everyone in the US.

SECTION 3: THE BLACK WOMEN BEST SEAL OF
APPROVAL: A SCORECARD
This report covers a range of policy ideas to address some of the nation’s most
pressing issues; however, it is not exhaustive, and we acknowledge the myriad of
systemic factors that uniquely impact Black women that were not fully captured in
this report.
In order to make meaningful impact at the federal level, policymakers must advance
policy that aligns with the Black Women Best framework. As defined earlier in this
report, the BWB framework argues that when the economy is working for Black
women, then it is inherently working for everyone. Here, we offer the Black Women
Best “Seal of Approval” (BWB SOA), a scorecard aimed to ensure that future
proposals effectively apply the BWB framework.

The BWB scorecard is intended to serve as a practical tool to assess and design both
current and future proposals across all spheres of public policy. It can also help
identify gaps and recognize opportunities to improve public policy environments,
processes, and outcomes. If policy incorporates the criteria and components detailed
in the scorecard, it would receive the BWB SOA, thus signaling its ability to achieve
equitable outcomes for all by improving the lives of Black women. If policy does not
incorporate the criteria and components detailed in the scorecard, it would not
receive the BWB SOA, thus signaling its failure to provide Black women with the
resources and opportunities necessary to lead economically secure, safe, and healthy
lives.
We urge elected officials, advocates, activists, and researchers to utilize the
framework and scorecard as they develop and evaluate public policy. In striving for
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the BWB SOA, policy will be better suited to effectively meet the needs of Black
women, and in turn, create better outcomes for all.
The policymaking process must center the lived experiences of Black women
(and multiply marginalized Black women) in the policy development process.
When brainstorming the functionality of policy, we encourage lawmakers to
consider the history and modern-day experiences of Black women in order to
expand the range of operation. Such experience includes but is not limited to
housing accessibility, labor equitability, maternal health, and funding for education.
In doing so, policymakers are better positioned to identify structural imbalances that
have hindered the development of policy that centers the lived experience of both
marginalized and multi-marginalized Black women. We encourage the use of
statistical rates and testimonials among other factors to eliminate potential crosscultural interference. Also, the inclusion of factors such as sexuality, socioeconomic
status, disability status, and age is essential to tailor policy towards the target
audience.
We also encourage lawmakers to identify the specific impacts the policy would have
on marginalized and multi-marginalized groups, specifically Black women. This can
be easily identified by collaborating with a consulting group, local organizations,
scholars, advocates, or nonprofits that center the experience and support of Black
women. Using their expertise as a full policy collaborator should be used in all
aspects of policy development from brainstorming to evaluation. Also, we encourage
lawmakers to use the resources of related caucuses to build broad support for
centering Black women across identities such as the Congressional Caucus on Black
Women and Girls. Lawmakers must center the lived experience of Black women in
the policy making process to ensure the policy is accessible and easy for Black
women and directly impacted groups to understand and engage in.

Intended Impacts and Policy Goals
In addition to considering the lived circumstances of Black women, BWB policies
should intentionally target resources to Black women and Black women-led
households. Policymakers may target resources to demographic groups that are
likely to include Black women, such as people with disabilities. Black women are also
highly represented among breadwinners, adults with significant student loan debt,
and careworkers. Policymakers must also be intentional about including set asides
in contracting and other resource targeting, and commit to intersectionality in
resource allocation.
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Accountability is key. BWB legislation must include a mechanism for ensuring that
this is the case. Notably, policymakers must improve data collection to better
capture their intended effects. Regular surveys, such as the American Community
Survey and Survey of Consumer Finance, must regularly highlight data on the
circumstances of Black women. In addition, legislators must direct agencies to
collect, publish, and regularly provide updates on how their programs are reaching
or excluding demographic groups, starting with Black women first.
Policymakers often assess the success of policies by considering their impact on
metrics such as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) or the overall poverty rate, but
these are insufficient. These topline metrics neglect to measure differential impacts
on Black women that aren’t demonstrated by the aggregate. Instead, policymakers
must require that statistical agencies develop and promote the reporting of policy
impacts by individual identities and their intersections.

The BWB Seal of Approval: A Scorecard
The CCBWG’s Black Women Best Seal of Approval Scorecard is informed by three
main categories: 1) policymaking process and policy design, 2) systemic accessibility
and inclusivity, and 3) implementation, impact, and evaluation. Each category
includes criteria to describe the elements necessary to craft equitable policy that
achieves high marks on the BWB Scorecard. The goal of the scorecard is to provide
specific policy approaches that can dismantle structural racism and sexism, reduce
disparities, and achieve equity. When policy is developed and assessed using these
criteria, the outcome should improve Black women’s well-being and therefore
ensure collective well-being. If a policy satisfies 13 – 11 criteria, it would earn the BWB
SOA and be recognized as a transformational policy that is intended to achieve
equity, rectify past policy harms and improve outcomes for Black women. If a policy
satisfies between 10 – 7 criteria, it would be considered moderately transformational.
Lastly, if a policy satisfies 6 or less criteria it would be considered ineffective at
reversing racial and gender inequities and likely to perpetuate inequality.

Category I: POLICYMAKING DESIGN PROCESS
Public policy environment and policymaking process is representative and
supportive of Black women. Black women are meaningfully involved in planning,
dialogue, and decision making; ensuring that their rights, needs and contributions
are reflected in the consideration of policy options and policy formulation.
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Criteria

✅

❌

The policy was developed through consultation with Black women
and/or Black women’s rights organizations from diverse backgrounds.
Black women are also key stakeholders at all stages of the policymaking
process.

Language within the policy is inclusive by acknowledging diversity and
intersectionality, conveys respect to all people, is sensitive to differences,
and promotes equitable opportunities. It is also person-centered and
avoids outdated and offensive nomenclature. Lastly, the language is
accessible and accommodates people of diverse abilities and literacy
skills.

Evidence generated by Black women or additional frameworks that are
inclusive of Black women are used by key actors to identify policy
priorities and inform policy decisions. Policy also encompasses a data
driven, systems approach that reflects current and historical policies and
practices responsible for inequities.

Category II: SYSTEMIC ACCESSIBILITY AND INCLUSIVITY
Policy ensures fairness, safety, and opportunity in institutions and systems.
Specifically, the policy accounts for the accumulated effects of centuries of
institutional and systemic racism, sexism, and ableism that have reinforced and
perpetuated discrimination, biases, and inequity. Lastly, the policy avoids a raceneutral approach and instead centers equity, reform, and justice to promote
equality.

Criteria

✅

❌
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Protects against discrimination on the basis of race, color, gender
identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, national origin, age,
disability, and other marginalized identities that intersect with race and
gender that Black women hold.

Addresses and eliminates barriers and challenges that disproportionately
impact Black women. Ensures Black women and communities can
successfully take up policy.

Explicitly provides resources and opportunities that are accessible to
Black women and necessary for them to achieve the intended policy
goals.

Includes targeted supports and efforts with concrete actions to address
systemic inequities and eliminate structural disparities.

Accounts for the lived experiences of Black women, including historical
and intergenerational trauma.

Policy design has considered and incorporated elements of Disability
Justice, Reproductive Justice, and Environmental Justice frameworks.

Category III: IMPLEMENTATION, IMPACT AND EVALUATION
The policy is carried out and assessed in a manner that centers Black women and
achieves equitable outcomes.

Criteria

✅

❌
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There is a dedicated and resourced government
department/unit/agency responsible for overseeing and enforcing
provisions outlined in the policy.

The government collects and publishes disaggregated data on the
implementation and/or outcomes of the policy; findings are accessible
and widely available.

Impacts of the policy directly benefit Black women and the mechanisms
to achieve its intended impacts do not burden Black women and other
structurally marginalized groups but rather place the responsibility on
the privileged class.

Policy outcomes are transformational and make meaningful differences
in the lives of Black women. Consequently, Black women can lead
economically secure, safe, and healthy lives.

Policy impacts reduce – and ultimately eliminate – disparities in income,
wealth, health, education, and opportunity.

SECTION 4: COMPLEMENTARY FRAMEWORKS THAT
ARE EQUALLY NECESSARY
Black Women Best is a powerful framework, but it is not alone. In fact, its potential to
totally transform the economy — and the policy and political choices that shape it —
will be enhanced when it is put together with additional frameworks that are equally
powerful and necessary. Here, we explore three such frameworks, Disability Justice
(DJ), Reproductive Justice (RJ), and Environmental Justice (EJ), which should be
applied alongside BWB.
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FRAMEWORK: DISABILITY JUSTICE437
Race, Disability, and Power
It is impossible to fully understand, let alone redress, the historical and contemporary
forms of oppression Black women endure without examining ableism’s central role
in preserving and justifying such oppression. Ableism,438 a system targeting disabled
people whose bodies and minds deviate from socially constructed norms, is as
integral to the project of white supremacy as race and labor.

There is no singular legal definition of disability in the U.S., as it is a complex and
dynamic concept. The most expansive definition comes from the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, which defines disability as a “a physical or mental
impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities.”439,440
Elsewhere in government, however, disability is much more narrowly defined,
notably by agencies seeking to restrict eligibility for public benefits and income
support programs.441 While the legal bounds of disability have shifted over time
based on state interests and social pressures, the primary issue disability policy must
contend with remains one of power and powerlessness.442 Across all domains of life,
This section uses the terms “disabled people” and “people with disabilities” interchangeably. The use of identity-first language
honors the linguistic shift that self-advocates within the disability community have ushered in over the past years, while affirming that
our community is not a monolith and each of us has a right to self-identify as we so choose.
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Black disabled women and other disabled people face compounded oppression,
social isolation, and exploitation.
The entanglement of disability and race is linked to state efforts to optimize labor
output and accelerate economic growth. Indeed, the very designation of disability
has long been tied to one’s labor production,443 which is itself heavily racialized and
gendered.444 For example, in the 19th century, chattel slavery was legitimized by
medical authorities who claimed Black people suffered cognitive impairments that
must be managed via their enslavement and brutalization.445 With the rise of
industrial America, increasingly routinized and time-regulated paid labor structures
led to new disability designations for those unable to conform.446 From the
antebellum period to the present, pathologization447 and medicalization448 are
wielded as tools of social control,449,450 stratifying groups in service of the political and
economic interests of those in power. The resulting matrix of mass
institutionalization, eugenics, and criminalization continues to marginalize Black
women today, leading to premature death.451
Disability prevalence in the U.S. is also increasing,452 with COVID-19 accelerating this
trend. In 2021, 1.2 million more people identified as having a disability compared to
2020.453 Much like race, disability is heavily spatialized, meaning incidence of
disability is more heavily concentrated in certain geographic areas and within
specific communities. Far from incidental, this is the outcome of what geographer
Ruth Wilson Gilmore describes as the “state-sanctioned production and exploitation
of group-differentiated vulnerability,” underscoring that ableism and racism are coconstitutive.454 For instance, racial segregation clusters Black people in toxic
environments where they are more likely to be exposed to illness-causing
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environmental hazards and less likely to have access to life-sustaining resources,
such as hospitals, clean water, and housing.455 Across the U.S., Black people
consistently have higher rates of disability than white people, at rates up to 2.5 times
greater.456 This racialized disparity in disability prevalence dramatically increases with
age, at least partially reflecting the cumulative disabling effects of racial
discrimination over the life course.457

Ableism and Racism in U.S. Institutions: A Snapshot
Across numerous economic indicators, Black disabled people face precarity and
financial marginalization. In 2017, the poverty rate for working age people with
disabilities was 26.1 percent - more than twice the rate of non-disabled people of the
same age group.458 For Black people with disabilities however, the poverty rate was a
staggering 37 percent.459
Discriminatory features of the U.S. labor market and the punitive design of public
benefits programs hinder the economic mobility of Black disabled women. In 2020,
only 27 percent of working age Black women with disabilities were employed,
compared with 33.7 percent of white disabled women and 40.3 percent of white
men with disabilities.460 Disabled people who are excluded from the paid labor
economy are often forced to rely on public assistance programs which typically
impose strict asset limits, severely restrict eligibility, and provide meager support.461
For example, in 2022 the maximum federal benefit for Supplemental Security
Income, a key anti-poverty program for people with disabilities, was just $841 per
month.462 Even when disabled women do find employment, they often face
discrimination in pay and promotions or are clustered in precarious or part-time
roles.463 Today, thousands of disabled workers continue to labor in segregated
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settings for subminimum wages, due to an archaic carveout in the Fair Labor
Standards Act.464
Within carceral contexts, this toxic interplay between racism, ableism, and sexism
comes into even sharper focus. Up to half of those killed by police each year are
reported to have a disability.465 For more on the harms of policing and incarceration,
refer to the “Disempowering Police and Prisons” section of the report on page 63.
Black women are more likely to be incarcerated than white women,466 and
according to the latest data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, state and federal
prisoners are about two and a half times as likely as the general adult population to
report having a disability or chronic illness.467 Other factors, such as the unmitigated
spread of COVID-19 within congregate settings468, disabling conditions within the
criminal legal system,469 and an aging prison population contribute to the
disproportionately high rates of disability among incarcerated people.
Carcerality and surveillance extends beyond the walls of prisons and jails.470 People
with mental health disabilities, and particularly Black women, face constant risk of
involuntary institutionalization and are frequently subject to coercive modes of
treatment 471, as noted in the mental health section of the report on page 46.
Psychiatric facilities, nursing facilities, and other restrictive congregate care settings
are sites of medical incarceration where abuse is rampant, and meaningful
accountability non-existent.472 Absent the robust investments and social
infrastructure needed to guarantee all disabled people access to home and
community-based care and supports, disabled people are instead ensnared in a
complex web of surveillance, autonomy restrictions, and isolation.
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These policy arrangements cumulatively cast Black disabled life as expendable.
Disability Justice (DJ)473 — a framework created by disabled queer activists of color —
provides a roadmap which can be jointly applied with BWB to disrupt ableist
systems of domination and exploitation. While DJ is a framework focused primarily
on the liberatory possibilities of community organizing and grassroots movement,
its ten central tenets carry transformative potential for policymaking too.

Policy Recommendations Rooted in BWB and DJ
At a baseline, policymaking rooted in BWB and DJ must unconditionally guarantee
Black disabled women’s access to life-giving resources and community-rooted care.
These guarantees must also be paired with policies that divert funding and
resources away from criminalization and surveillance; disrupt and reverse the
capture of public goods and resources by private interests; and meaningfully involve
Black disabled women in policy ideation, design, and implementation. Critically, this
will require robust and intersectional data collection across all sectors.474
First, policymakers must act swiftly to provide robust, permanent, dedicated funding
for Home and Community-Based Services (HCBS) and eliminate Medicaid’s
institutional bias.475 They must also ensure full implementation of the HCBS Settings
Rule476 and eliminate barriers to accessing safe, accessible, and affordable housing
options. Along with the HCBS Settings Rule, strict enforcement of the ADA’s
integration mandate is vital to redressing the social isolation, loss of autonomy, and
threat of institutionalization Black disabled women disproportionately bear. The
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ADA’s integration mandate can also be used to curtail the ever expanding reach of
the criminal legal system.477
To transform the economic conditions of Black disabled women, policymakers must
raise the federal monthly benefit and index it to inflation. In the long term, public
benefits administration must be transformed entirely to eliminate cumbersome
barriers and asset limits,478 while ensuring that anyone who needs care receives it. To
protect disabled workers, policymakers must promote and protect workers’ rights to
unionize; guarantee access to paid family and medical leave; increase the federal
minimum wage and abolish subminimum wages; and provide robust investments
in accessible public transit options.
Universal health coverage must also be guaranteed. By rationing access to health
care by employment status, age, disability diagnosis, and citizenship our health
systems cause premature death and saddle disabled people of color with
disproportionately high medical debt burdens.479 A profit-driven health system is
incompatible with life. As such, guaranteed universal health coverage must also be
paired with medical debt relief which is disproportionately borne by Black
households and contributes to the expanding racial wealth gap.480

Conclusion
Ruth Wilson Gilmore reflects that “where life is precious, life is precious.”481 By
applying BWB and DJ jointly, we dismantle all policies that are incompatible with all
life. When Black disabled life is precious, healthcare, nutrition, housing, and access to
community are not rationed by one’s labor output, age, disability status, or ability to
conform to racist norms. When Black disabled women’s lives are valued in policy and
practice, then we disrupt the systems which normalize and produce premature
death. Cultivating in their place social systems rooted in an ethic of community care,
interdependence, and collective freedom.482
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FRAMEWORK: REPRODUCTIVE JUSTICE
Created by a group of Black women, Reproductive Justice (RJ) is a framework
grounded in human rights and Black Feminist Theory. RJ is the right to control our
sexuality, gender, work, and reproduction. That right can only be achieved when we
have access to complete economic, social, and political power to make decisions
about our bodies, families, and all areas of our lives.483 The Black Women Best
framework upholds many of the key tenets of RJ. Abortion access is RJ because
every person should have the right to make decisions about how, when, and
whether to have children. Black women’s reproductive health and bodily autonomy
have historically been targeted by racist coverage bans and medically unnecessary
laws and restrictions. Abortion is health care, but there has been a coordinated effort
to limit access and Black women have been disproportionately impacted by these
subversive strategies. The RJ framework centers the lived experiences of Black
women, femmes, and girls, and by doing so, it offers solutions that liberate us all.

Justice for Black Women Must Include Reproductive Justice
According to the Black Reproductive Justice Policy Agenda, Black women account
for more than one-third (38 percent) of all U.S. abortions.484 There are myriad reasons
why someone would seek abortion care and that is a decision that should be made
between them and their provider alone – not politicians. Unfortunately, systemic
inequality already pushes abortion care further out of reach for Black women and
trans people. Indeed, Black women and trans people are more likely to lack
economic resources, to be unemployed or underemployed, uninsured, or insured by
programs that ban or limit coverage for abortion care. These factors impede many
Black women’s access to abortion care and depending on where they live, they may
face debilitating obstacles that prevent them from accessing care. For example, if a
state requires several visits or screenings prior to accessing care, a person may
require time off work, childcare, and/or transportation, which come with a significant
economic cost. If someone is economically insecure, they may have to choose
between paying their rent and accessing the health care they need. These
restrictions impede access for everyone, but disproportionately impact already
marginalized people, including people of color, those living in rural areas, the
uninsured and underinsured, and countless others.
If Roe v. Wade were to fall, twenty-four states could immediately prohibit abortion
entirely. 485 Many of those states have the highest population of Black people in the
United States.486 If access to abortion care is not protected, Black women and
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countless others will be directly impacted. Anti-choice activists continue to
systemically dismantle the abortion care system, but Black communities remain
supportive of access to abortion care. An In Our Own Voice: National Black Women’s
Reproductive Justice Agenda poll found that 71 percent of respondents (Black
voters) believe abortion should be legal in all or most cases and four in five
participants said, “they want abortion care to be affordable, accessible, and
respectful of the person’s decision.”487 Despite this overwhelming support, Black
women in many regions are still denied necessary medical information and abortion
services. Abortion care is essential to ensuring Black women can thrive economically,
personally, and professionally. It is imperative that lawmakers across the country
protect access and ensure that Black women, and anyone else who needs access,
can receive safe and affordable abortion care.

Policy Considerations Rooted in BWB

BWB submits that when the economy is working for Black women, femmes, and
girls then it is working for everyone. Access to affordable and safe abortion care is
necessary for Black women, and for all people, to secure economic prosperity.
However, even in states without abortion restrictions, there are still existing
economic barriers that restrict access. One solution to this is eliminating the Hyde
amendment and all other abortion coverage bans. Black women are more likely to
use federal insurance plans, including Medicaid, that don’t allow for abortion
coverage. These bans are inherently racist and target those that are economically
vulnerable488. The Equal Access to Abortion Coverage in Health Insurance Act (the
EACH Act)489 would require federal health care programs to provide coverage for
abortion services. Income and insurance coverage should not impact who can
access abortion care. These solutions would expand access for all marginalized
people who need access to affordable care, but are unable to access it due to their
health care plan.
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Secondly, Congress must move to protect the right to abortion access across the
country. Access to abortion care should not be dependent on one’s zip code. Laws
like Texas S.B. 8, which ban abortion at just 6 weeks, are extreme, and have inspired
other states to follow suit by introducing copycat bills and other legislation that
would effectively end abortion access in states if Roe v. Wade were to fall. Medically
unnecessary restrictions, such as hospital admission requirements, mandatory
waiting periods, and gestational limits are all designed to interfere with a person’s
decision-making. Bills like the Women’s Health Protection Act (WHPA)490 are
needed now more than ever to put an end to these restrictions.491 But abortion care
must be reachable and affordable. Any federal policy solution must consider both
access and affordability to ensure anybody who needs abortion care has equal
access to such health care.

Conclusion

People need access to the full spectrum of reproductive health care to make the
best decisions for themselves and their families and that includes abortion care.
Reproductive Justice can only be achieved when all Black women, Black trans
people, and Black girls have complete access to economic, social, and political power
to make decisions for themselves, their families, and communities. Black women live
intersectional lives and policy solutions that center Black women uplift everyone.
Black Reproductive Justice leaders have been at the forefront of the fight for
accessible and affordable abortion care and have always connected abortion access
and economic liberation. Now is the time for that to be reflected in forward thinking
policies.

FRAMEWORK: ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
The Systemic Underpinnings of Racial, Gender, and Climate Injustice
The Earth and Black women share the common circumstances of being severely
harmed by greed and the drive for wealth and power. The U.S. was founded on this
490
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reckless pursuit as settlers who came seeking spices and gold then exacted murder,
theft, extraction, and displacement of the people who were indigenous to these
lands to achieve their goals. The subjugation of Black women in the U.S. began with
the extraction from Sub Saharan Africa, the placement as cargo in the bottom of
ships, and the subsequent centuries of dehumanization through enslavement. With
human and natural resources being exploited in this extractive economy, metals and
minerals, mined from the Earth by enslaved persons, were used to generate energy
through coal burning and create products such as steel, aluminum, and copper.
Black people, Black women in particular, paid the price for a substantial share of the
capital, iron, and manufactured goods that laid the basis for American economic
growth.492 As did the Earth!

How Climate Change Impacts Black Women
The climate crisis lays bare how racism and misogyny jointly marginalize Black
women. While some people disproportionately bear the consequences of a
changing climate, Black women are currently more at risk. For example, an African
American family making $50,000 per year is more likely to live next to a toxic facility
than a white American family making $15,000 per year, according to Dr. Robert
Bullard.493 Given how many Black households are headed by Black women,494 we –
and the children and elders we care for – disproportionately bear the harms that
come from this, especially in regards to Black maternal health.495 Facilities that are
emitting pollutants that drive climate change are also emitting toxins that are
endocrine disruptors, which have been tied to birth challenges, particularly for Black
women; residing near higher-pollution areas raises stillbirth risk by 42 percent.496
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As the climate crisis continues to worsen, so too do the disparities Black women face
in other domains of their lives. It’s important to note that violence against women
spikes in the aftermath of disasters. For example, post-Katrina, academics, and
others documented the abuse of women within and out of intimate relationships,
noting the double burden Black women carry by being abuse survivors and of
color.497 Because Black women are also at higher risk for fatal intimate partner
violence,498 this is especially concerning and dangerous. Additionally, 80 percent of
people displaced by climate change are Black women due to pre-existing housing
security differentials.
Due to lack of representation in policymaking, Black women’s needs, priorities and
knowledge are often ignored or overlooked when it comes to climate policy,
undermining both their agency and the unrealized potential for successful climate
action.499

Policy Solutions Rooted in BWB
Transformational policies must be aimed at shifting away from the “winner takes all”
capitalist economy and toward women-led policies — and action is needed. Black
Women Best (BWB) aligns directly with the Just Transition Framework, both of
which are transformational and call for a shift from an extractive economy to a living
economy that is driven by Black women and other populations on the frontlines.
These transformational policies can save us and the planet, including policies to end
pollution and over-policing in our communities, as well as militarization at home and
abroad; and policies to support immigrant rights, disability rights, gender
justice, LGBTQ rights and more. It must include policies to support energy, food,
water, and land/housing sovereignty; transit equity; universal access to healthcare,
livelihoods, broadband, childcare; quality education, and true democracy.
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With principles, practices, and policies that mimic natural systems — the real naturebased solutions500 of regenerative design and cooperative systems. Anchored by
Black women’s leadership, societies can be redesigned in a way that celebrates the
abundance of what the earth yields, instead of extracting and destroying it.
As relates to who’s making decisions about climate change, research has shown that
women adopt innovative and preventative measures at a faster rate than men.501
When women held leadership positions in conservation and natural resource
management, it resulted in stricter and more sustainable extraction rules, greater
compliance, more transparency and accountability, and better conflict resolution.502
Some illustrative examples of Black woman-led climate justice actions are as follows:
● Leah Penniman of the Soulfire Farm in Upstate New York, who is growing a
Black local food movement centered on care and cooperation.503
● Savi Horne of the Land Loss Prevention Project is fighting for land stolen from
Black families.504
● Stacey Long Simmons of the LGBT Health Taskforce is working to make sure
the LGBTQ community has access to care in the context of COVID-19 and
climate change.505
● Monica Lewis-Patrick of We the People Detroit is fighting against water shutoffs in her city; ensuring that all people have the power to claim the human
right to water during the pandemic—and beyond.506
● Denise Fairchild of Emerald Cities Collaborative is working to heal the climate
and build sustainable, equitable local economies through community-owned,
renewable power systems.507
Black women are building the world we want. We are setting up locally controlled,
sustainable food systems. Black women, especially Black Native women, are leading
efforts to restore our relationship with the land.508 Black women are pushing back on
water shut-offs while establishing water sovereignty models. We are comforting
those in mourning, while pushing for the policies and practices we need to establish
a regenerative, caring economy that advances healthcare for all, frees people who
are imprisoned, provides income for those whose livelihoods are in jeopardy,
provides protection for those who are on the frontlines, and more. People in power
must get behind the leadership of directly affected communities and support the
leadership of Black women.
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As illustrated above, Black women are leading frontline communities to put
together platforms of demands at the federal, state, and local levels. We are
demanding support for their work and further research on racial impact analysis.
Communities are doing our own testing and monitoring of air, water, and soil
quality. Communities are calling for stronger regulations on household projects and
a more inclusive Toxics Release Inventory. Communities want policies that support
localism and regenerative design as well as clean energy and building and vehicle
electrification. Communities are calling for the retirement of coal debt of rural
electric co-ops that are struggling to survive and serve their member owners.
Communities are rising up against systemic racism.

CONCLUSION

Love for Black women, femmes, and girls guides this report. Because it is Black
women, femmes, and girls who experience deep lovelessness within our society. The
late Black feminist and cultural critic bell hooks compels us to lament the lack of “an
ongoing public discussion and public policy about the practice of love in American
culture.”509 For hooks, love impacts how we cultivate political communities of care
and reciprocity as well as how we implement policy programs. In this report, we
have offered numerous policy proposals supporting Black women to spark a
necessary, ongoing public discussion of love.
As the report mentions, Black women and our loved ones — including our Black
babies — die disproportionately earlier than others. Black women are continually
denied a living wage, a safe home, health care, disability justice, and more. Despite
this lack of love, Black women continue to be invaluable as cultural workers and
economic drivers. Numerous rights are withheld from us. And yet, Black women
dream of and fight for liberation.
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This report provides a roadmap on making Black women’s liberation — and
therefore all liberation — possible. Grounded in the Black Women Best framework, it
offers more than an economic framework. It’s a values statement, an organizing
praxis, and a call to action, demanding the right for Black women to flourish.
When we speak of love in this report, we do not mean mere sentimentality. Instead,
love is a personal and political practice. Love is expressed as a set of actions that
enable nurturance and growth in oneself and others; it is a mixture of actions such
as care, affection, recognition, respect, commitment, trust, honesty, and open
communication. Talking about love as a public practice enables communities to
speak about love alongside responsibility and accountability, and to take other steps
that enable flourishing and fulfillment for Black women — and thus for everyone.
Love as a public practice is only possible through actions that honor Black women’s
movement toward freedom and self-actualization,510 and this report offers central
considerations within both a pandemic context and “normal times,” marked by
economic hardship and cultural assault against Black women.
In Section 1 of this report, we defined and contextualized Black Women Best,
demonstrating its radical inclusivity and naming the cultural considerations that will
enhance its power in building equity across our economy and democracy. In Section
2, we explored a broad set of expansive policy pathways for making the BWB
legislative agenda a reality. In Section 3, we offered a policy scorecard in service of us
all working toward the BWB Seal of Approval. Finally, in Section 4, we lifted three
complementary frameworks that are as necessary as BWB.
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A nation that wants its people — as well as its economy — to thrive cannot afford to
ignore the root causes of Black women’s deprivation and subjugation, as these
problems affect us all. The U.S. cannot continue to promote incremental policy
change when it comes to Black women, only working to address the symptoms of
harm and hurt. Our nation must confront and work to uproot generations of
oppression. This collection of proposals offers an overarching vision of love that must
shape our laws, public policies, and cultural sets of practices with respect to Black
women in order to address and eradicate these root causes. This report was written
with a bold spirit and with the recognition that the so-called inalienable rights that
America provides — life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness — can only truly be
absolute if they are extended to all, especially Black women.

Ultimately, this report asks leaders and communities to join us in creating a society
where Black women will not just survive but thrive. We are ready to venture into
uncharted territory in order to secure a brighter future for every Black woman in this
country and ultimately a brighter future for us all.
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