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ntergenerational Wealth Transfers:
Do Expectations of Leaving an
nheritance Differ Between Black
and White Families?

The Black-White wealth divide is significant and enduring. Previous research has attributed a portion of

the broader Black-White wealth disparity to intergenerational wealth transfers, including inheritances.?

Black families are less likely than White families to receive an inheritance.?

To understand this difference among Black families relative to White families, this report compares
the expectations of leaving a sizeable estate across Black and White families. People’s expectations can
be an accurate predictor of their future behavior (Roth and Wohlfart 2020).% As a result, it is
hypothesized that the Black-White difference in expectations of leaving an inheritance should correlate
with the gap in families receiving an inheritance. That is, a family expecting to leave an inheritance

would be able to do so, and in turn, a surviving family would receive that inheritance.

But despite the evidence suggesting that Black families are less likely to receive an inheritance, this
report finds that Black and White families are similarly as likely as White families to expect to leave a
sizeable estate. And the lack of financial resources does not appear to dampen Black families’
expectations. However, evidence indicates a significant decline in the share of families, Black families in
particular, expecting to leave a sizeable estate as they age. Senior families, those headed by someone
age 55 and older, are less likely to expect to leave a sizeable estate to surviving heirs than younger

families.

The expectations of senior families may be less aspirational and a more accurate predictor of
behavior. However, the large gap between Black senior families’ expectations of leaving a sizeable
estate and the share receiving an intergenerational wealth transfer suggests the expectations of Black
families are not materializing, amplifying the need to better understand the occurrences that keep
expectations from being fulfilled. In this report, we identify several frictions, including barriers to

wealth building and leakages in wealth transfer that may be hindering these transfers.

The report is organized as follows. We first describe the data used for our analysis. The next section

provides a background on the broader racial wealth divide, followed by a section that explores the
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disparities in intergenerational wealth transfers more broadly. We then present the analysis of Black-
White trends in the expectations of leaving a sizeable estate and follow this by an assessment of the
mechanisms that may contribute to the apparent mismatch between expectations and reality. And in

the final sections, we suggest areas of future work before concluding.

Data Used In This Report

This analysis relies on the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) from 2019.# The SCF is a cross-sectional
survey of US families, conducted every three years. It includes questions on families’ balance sheets,
pensions, income, and demographic characteristics. The 2019 survey included about 6,500 families, and
it did not include a panel element. Just prior to the publication of this report, the 2022 SCF was

released. We plan to publish another piece that explores similar outcomes using the 2022 data.

The SCF is sponsored by the Federal Reserve Board in cooperation with the Department of
Treasury and is widely considered to be the “gold standard” to capture wealth in the United States,
particularly because the survey oversamples households likely to hold high levels of wealth, which is
important as a large share of the total wealth in US is held by a small number of households (Pfeffer et
al. 2016). At the same time, this also implies that Black households are underrepresented in the middle

and upper parts of the aggregate wealth distribution (Bartscher et al. 2022).

The SCF asks a series of questions on both the receipt and expectation of receiving an inheritance.
And it also queries respondents about the respondent’s expectation of leaving wealth for heirs as well.
It's important to note that the question on whether one plans to leave an inheritance is not precise.
Specifically, the SCF asks if one (or one’s partner) expects “to leave a sizable estate to others,” to which

»u

arespondent can answer “yes,” “possibly,” or “no.” The survey does not define sizable estate, nor does it
ask the respondent to do so. The survey also asks each respondent to rank how important it is for them
and their spouse to leave “an estate or inheritance to their surviving heirs.” In our analysis, we use

“leaving a sizable estate” as a proxy for an inheritance.

Our research focuses on the flow of inheritances, and while we find a difference in intention to give
and probability of receipt, there are some caveats to this work, particularly given our data source and
related constraints. For example, there is an unclear relationship between expecting to leave a sizable
estate and leaving one. In addition, respondents can answer either yes, no, or possibly in response to the

guestion making it difficult for researchers to determine whether this occurred.
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Paths to Accumulating Wealth

Wealth provides flexibility, opportunity and in times of stress, safety. However, the typical Black family
has significantly less wealth than the typical White family. In 2019, the median Black family had a net
worth (total assets minus liabilities) of $24,100 compared to $189,100 for the median White family.”
Lower wealth for Black families in aggregate reflects relatively less net worth for Black families at each

point in the wealth distribution (table 1).

TABLE 1
Net Worth Quartiles, by Race and Ethnicity of Respondents

Non-Hispanic Black Non-Hispanic White
First quartile $450.00 $38,800.00
Second quartile $25,200.50 $188,020.00
Third quartile $117,623.75 $571,000.00

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.

While the Black-White wealth divide has narrowed? it remains wide. For example, in 1989, the
median net worth for White family, $143,560, was 17 times that of the median Black family, $8,550.” As
of 2019, the median White family has approximately eight times the wealth as the median Black family.
And recent reports suggest that differences in the composition of wealth holdings for Black families

relative to White families may have helped close the wealth divide further in 2022.8

TABLE 2
Black-White Differences in Aggregate Balance Sheet Items, 2019

Percent Holding Conditional Median

White Black White Black
Assets 100% 99% $306,360 $53,000
Financial assets 99% 98% $49,150 $5,500
Nonfinancial assets 95% 79% $225,000 $69,500
Debt 78% 74% $79,000 $27,500
Median debt/
median assets 26% 52%

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
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In aggregate, the Black-White wealth disparity partly reflects gaps in assets. Approximately all
White families and Black families owned financial assets, like checking accounts and vehicles. However,
the disparities in the value of holdings, condition on having any financial asset, is large. In 2019, the
median asset holdings for White families owning financial assets was $306,360 while the condition
median value of holdings among Black families was $53,000.These gaps in assets are reflected in both
financial assets and nonfinancial ones. Among financial assets, White households are similarly likely as
Black ones to own any assets, but conditioned on owning financial assets, the median White family
owned significantly more than the median Black family, $49,150 and $5,500 respectively. Among
nonfinancial assets, White families were more likely to own any type of nonfinancial asset and,

conditional on owning the asset, the median White family owned more than the median Black family.

The Black-White disparity also reflects differences in debt owed. However, these inequalities must
be viewed relative to assets. As table 2 illustrates, White and Black families are similarly likely to own
any type of debt. And, conditional on owning any debt, the median White family owes more debt than
the median Black family. However, relative to median total assets, the amount of debt held among

White families is less than that of Black families.

These results suggest two critical insights. The first is that Black families often have more debt
relative to assets. Even if Black families can achieve asset-ownership their debt burden limits their

wealth relative to White families.

In addition, Black families are more likely to be excluded from financial activities. The smaller
proportion of Black families with debt partly reflects their inability to access the financing needed to
access the asset. For example, Black households are less likely to own their home relative to Whites.’
The lack of homeownership is partly due to Black applicants being more likely to be denied a mortgage

relative to White applicants.

The disparities over time may reflect differences in the types of assets or debt held. For example,
White families are more likely to invest in riskier assets such as stocks that can also yield a higher
return.’®ln contrast, Black families disproportionately invest in safer, but lower returning, assets such as
universal life insurance.12 More recently, Black investors were more likely to invest in riskier crypto
assets 1%and the value of these assets fell significantly in 2022. But at the same time, rising house prices
combined with a declining stock market in 2022, may have helped shrink the Black-White wealth divide

in 2022 as well.14

Although Black families are less likely to own any type of debt, they are more likely to specifically

have education installment debt.’>And the median amount of education installment debt held was
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greater for Black families than for White ones. In 2019, Black families were 10 percentage points more
likely to have education installment debt than White families, 30.2 percent v. 20.0 percent. In addition,
the median education debt for Black families was $30,000, compared to $23,000 for White families.
Education debt doesn’t just limit wealth directly, like other forms of debt, it can limit access to other

wealth-building assets like homeownership (Blagg et al. 2022) or even labor market outcomes?®.

The Role of Intergenerational Wealth Transfers

Intergenerational wealth transfers propagate racial wealth disparities. White families are more likely to
pass down wealth to future generations, while the Black families were less able to accumulate and

sustain wealth for intergenerational transfer.

One example of this comes from homeownership, such as when parents provide down payment
assistance to their children to help them purchase a home. This example suggests that intergenerational
wealth transfers can help address the key barriers to the broader racial wealth divide. First, they can
increase assets held by families receiving them. Second, they can provide the resources needed to

obtain other assets, potentially with less debt.

There is little disagreement that inheritances or other forms of intergenerational wealth transfer
disproportionately benefit White families and play an explanatory role in the Black-White wealth
inequity.”White families were nearly three times as likely as Black families to have received at least
one inheritance, 29.9 percent, relative to Black families, 10.1 percent.'®In addition, 17.1 percent of
White families expect to receive an inheritance in the future while only 6.0 percent of Black families

believe the same occurrence will happen to them.

Research indicates that inheritance, bequests and in-vivo transfer account for more of the racial
wealth divide than any other behavioral, demographic or socioeconomic indicator (Hamilton and Darity
Jr.2017). Meanwhile, another study confirms that they play a role but suggests that intergenerational
transfers account for only 14 percent of the wealth disparity between White and Black families
(Sabelhaus and Thompson 2023). They also point to lifetime earnings, pension assets and education as
key determinants of the Black-White wealth divide. This finding is consistent with research suggesting
that large gifts and inheritances received over the past 10 years account for 12 percent of the
difference in wealth between White and Black people (McKernan et al. 2012). However, these income,
wealth and education outcomes correspond with the Black-White inheritance gap (Jones and
Neelakantan 2022). Higher levels of one’s education, the education of their parents, and their income

play are all statistically significant and boost the likelihood of receiving an inheritance. Most notably,
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the race of the person receiving the inheritance boosted the likelihood of receiving an inheritance the

most and had the strongest statistical significance (Jones and Neelakantan 2022).

FIGURE 1
Median Net Worth by Race/Ethnicity and Receipt of Inheritance

Net Worth B Non-Hispanic Black = Non-Hispanic White
$400,000 $375,100
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Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
Figure 1 suggests that receiving an inheritance corresponds with greater wealth. The median net
worth for Black families not receiving an inheritance was less than the median net worth for White
families that received an inheritance. In addition, the median net worth for Black families that did not
receive an inheritance was less than the median net worth for Black families that did receive an
inheritance. And the median net worth for Black families that received an inheritance exceeded the

median net worth of White families that did not receive an inheritance.

However, of the Black and White families who had similar experiences with intergenerational
transfers, the median net worth for White families exceeded the median for Black families ($375,100 v.
$171,600 respectively). The median net worth for Black families that did not receive an inheritance was
less than that of White families that received an inheritance. And similarly, the median net worth among
Black families that did not receive an inheritance was less than the median net worth among White

families that did not receive an inheritance. These results also suggest that while receiving an
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inheritance and the amount received coincide with greater wealth, race appears to play an important

role in wealth accumulation as well.

The Importance of Expectations in Predicting Future
Behavior

Economic theory has developed a role for expectations (Muth 1961)° These expectations can have
important implications for economic behavior. For example, if individuals expect inflation to increase,
they may anticipate that the central bank will raise interest rates to combat inflation, which could lead
to higher borrowing costs and slower economic growth. Similarly, if individuals expect a recession, they

may reduce their spending and investment, which could lead to a self-fulling prophecy (Muth 1961).

At the same time, a central theme of behavioral economics is the presence of an intention-action
gap, an inconsistency between what people say they plan to do and what they actually do (Feng et al.
2019; Thaler and Shefrin 2023). In financial planning, there are two intention-action gaps. The first one
occurs when many potential clients who would like to get plans written fail to do so. The second occurs
when many who get plans written but fail to implement them. The causes of these gaps can hinder the
fulfillment of one’s expectations. And in this case, keep families, Black families in particular, from leaving

an inheritance.

Racial Trends in Expectations of Leaving an Inheritance

The evidence indicates that Black families are less likely to receive an inheritance or other
intergenerational wealth transfer and this racial disparity has implications for the Black-White wealth
divide. However, receipt of an inheritance does not simply occur on its own. Rather, it is the product of
decisions made in an early generation to leave one. In this framework, the share expecting to leave an

inheritance, or a sizeable estate in this instance, should inform the share receiving an inheritance.

To proxy the decision to leave an inheritance, this brief reports on the expectations of Black and
White families to leave a sizeable estate to others. We would expect that a smaller share of Black
families relative to White families expect to leave a sizeable estate. This assumed result would be

consistent with the relative share of Black families receiving an inheritance.

Analysis of data from the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances, which illustrated that Black families

were nearly one-third as likely to receive an intergenerational wealth transfer, also indicates that Black
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and White families are similarly likely to expect to leave or possibly leave a sizeable estate. And among
those who responded with the strongest expectation, the share of Black families, 35.9 percent, and the

share of White families, 34.1 percent, expecting to leave a sizeable estate were similar (table 3).

TABLE 3
Plans to Leave an Inheritance, by Race/Ethnicity

Response to “Do you expect to leave a sizable estate to others?”

Yes Possibly No
Non-Hispanic Black 35.9% 26.2% 37.8%
Non-Hispanic White 34.1% 25.3% 40.6%

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
The expectation of leaving a sizeable estate may have been stronger among Black families, relative
to White families, because a larger proportion of Black families believe that leaving an estate or
inheritance to heirs is important. And as illustrated by table 4 below, the larger share of Black families
believing in the importance of leaving an estate or an inheritance reflects a relatively greater share of

Black families, 35.0, than White families, 22.0, who believe it to be “Very Important.”

TABLE 4
Importance of Leaving an Estate or Inheritance to Heirs, by Race/Ethnicity

Not
Very Somewhat important Respondent and
important Important important spouse disagree
Non-Hispanic Black 35.0% 27.4% 25.1% 12.5% 0.1%
Non-Hispanic White 22.0% 27.4% 31.2% 18.5% 0.7%

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
Greater wealth in one generation boosts the likelihood that a family plans to or possibly plans to
leave a sizeable estate. Figure 2, which uses the median within White quartiles of wealth, confirms these
indicates that both Black and White families with greater wealth are more likely to indicate a desire to
leave a sizeable estate. But not only do the plans of leaving a sizeable estate rise with wealth, within

each quartile Black families are more likely to plan to or possibly plan to leave a sizeable estate.
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FIGURE 2
Share Expecting or Possibly Expecting to Leave a Sizable Estate, by Race/Ethnicity and Net Worth

Net Worth Non-Hispanic White  ® Non-Hispanic Black

$571,000+

$188,021 - $571,000

$38,800 - $188,020

< $38,800

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%Share 80% 90%
Expecting or Possibly Expecting to Leave an Inheritance
URBAN INSTITUTE
Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
Figure 2 uses quartiles of White net worth to illustrate another point. Since Black families have less
wealth at each of these quartiles, then it suggests that their plans to leave or possibly leave a sizeable
estate are not related to lower intentions, but that they have less wealth to begin with. Another way to
say it, if Black families had net worth equal to White families, the share with plans to leave a sizeable

estate would be even greater.

Similarly, the likelihood of having plans or possible plans to leave a sizeable estate rise with income.
But across White income quartiles, Black families are more likely to expect or possibly expect to leave
an inheritance than their White counterparts (figure 3). Like wealth, the White quartiles also highlight
that a lack of plans or possible plans to leave a sizeable estate are not related to intent, but rather to

their lower likelihood of populating higher-income quartiles.
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FIGURE 3
Share Expecting or Possibly Expecting to Leave a Sizable Estate, by Race/Ethnicity and Income

Annual Income Non-Hispanic White B Non-Hispanic Black
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URBAN INSTITUTE
Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
Homeownership is often the largest asset on the balance sheet of the household sector and one
that many families hope to leave to their subsequent generations. Black households, regardless of
tenure status, are more likely to expect or possibly expect to leave an inheritance (figure 4). But Black
families are less likely to be homeowners than White households. This indicates that Black families’
plans to leave a sizeable estate reflects their lower homeownership rates rather than their intent to

leave or possibly leave a sizeable estate.

So far, this report has assessed the rubric that “wealth begets wealth.” Trends among key indicators
of net worth, income and homeownership all suggest that Black families intend to leave a sizeable

estate. But Black families are less likely to be homeowners, have less income, and lower net worth.

14 INTERGENERATIONAL WEALTH TRANSFERS FOR BLACK AND WHITE FAMILIES


https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have

FIGURE 4
Share Expecting or Possibly Expecting to Leave a Sizable Estate, by Race/Ethnicity and Tenure Status

Share expecting or possibly expecting to leave an inheritance
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Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.

However, the intention of leaving a sizeable estate is lower among older families than younger ones.
Among Black families where the reference person for the survey is under the age of 55, 75.1 percent of
them expect to or possibly expect to leave a sizeable estate (table 5). However, the proportion of Black
families where the respondent is 55 or older and intending to or possibly intending to leave a sizeable

estate, drops significantly to 42.9 percent, a 32.2 percentage point gap.°

TABLE 5
Intention to Leave Inheritance, by Age and Race

Black households White households

Under 55 55+ Under 55 55+

Expecting or possibly expecting to leave
inheritance 75.1% 42.9% 65.3% 53.6%

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.
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While a smaller share of older White families also plans or possibly plan to leave a sizeable estate,
that decline is much smaller. And still more than half of senior White families, 53.6 percent, plan to or

possibly plan to leave a sizeable estate.

TABLE 6
Receipt of and Expectation to Leave an Inheritance, by Age and Race

Black Households White Households
Under 55 55+ Under 55 55+
Received an inheritance 7.2% 15.5% 18.6% 40.7%
Expecting or possibly expecting to leave
inheritance 75.1% 42.9% 65.3% 53.6%

Source: Urban Institute Analysis of 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Debt;demographic:racecl4;population:all;units:have.

Since seniors are typically closer to end-of-life, the expectations among this group should more
accurately reflect the actual transmission of a sizeable estate across generations. Similarly, the overall
share of families who have received an intergenerational wealth transfer, including an inheritance, may
be low because older generations are still living. Taken together, the share of senior families expecting
to leave a sizeable estate and the share receiving any intergenerational wealth transfer may better

reflect the wealth transmission across generations.

Table 6 illustrates that the gap between the share of senior White families receiving an inheritance
and the share expecting or possibly expecting to leave a sizeable estate is 12.9 percentage points. While
the share expecting to leave a sizeable estate is 11.7 percentage points lower among senior White
families relative to younger White families, the share receiving an inheritance is 22.1 percentage points

greater, than that of younger White families.

These trends occur among Black families as well. But the decline in the share of Black senior
families expecting or possibly expecting to leave a sizeable estate relative to younger Black families is
nearly three times that of White families, 32.2 percent and 11.7 percent respectively. In addition, the
increase in the share of Black senior families receiving an inheritance relative to younger Black families
is approximately one-third the increase among White families, 8.3 percent and 22.1 percent,
respectively. Despite a larger decline in the share of Black senior families expecting or possibly
expecting to leave a sizeable estate, the modest increase in share of Black senior families receiving an
inheritance results in a larger mismatch between receipt of an inheritance and expectations of leaving a

sizeable estate than among White senior families.
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Potential Barriers to Wealth Transfers

Black families are similarly as likely as White families to expect to leave a sizeable estate, but the
proportion of Black families receiving an inheritance is less than that of White families. Several factors
may inform the larger mismatch between Black families’ intentions and their actions. First, over the
course of their lives, Black families may not adequately plan to leave a sizeable estate. This may be due
to occurrences, like recessions, that are outside of their control. Second, even if a family plans

appropriately, frictions in the transfer process may hinder an inheritance.

The intent to leave a sizeable estate is higher among Black families across key wealth indicators, but
Black families are less likely to have the larger amounts of wealth and income or to have achieved
homeownership relative to White families. In addition, the share of Black families expecting to leave a

sizeable estate declines significantly among older Black families.

These wealth inequities partly reflect choices made by Black families relative to White families. But
they are also rooted in institutional racism that limited Black families’ access to wealth and the
valuations of their wealth holdings. Institutional racism refers to the ways in which the structures,
systems, policies, and procedures of institutions in the US are founded upon and then promote,
reproduce, and perpetuate advantages for White people and the oppression of BIPOC communities and
people.?! Policies and organizational procedures are both mechanisms of and key tools for combating

racism within a given institution.

They may also erode expectations as a Black person ages. If Black senior families had greater
wealth, they would be even more likely to plan to leave a sizeable estate. For example, the Black senior
homeownership rate is 59 percent according to the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances. Although this is
greater than the 36 percent homeownership rate for Black families younger than 55, it is significantly

below the 84 percent rate among White senior households.

The significant decline in plans to leave a sizeable estate with age motivates an opportunity to
address the systems that support the broader Black-White wealth gap. Eliminating these barriers
should close this racial wealth divide and potentially increase the share of Black families that leave an

inheritance.

The mismatch between the proportion of families expecting to leave a sizeable estate and the share
receiving an inheritance raises the importance of ensuring deed and title rights that better protect the
transfer of assets across generations. For example, heirs’ property is a form of property ownership by

which one’s descendants inherit an interest of a property.?
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In addition, Black people are less likely to have legally binding wills or trusts that preserve deed and
title rights for the next generation. As of 2023, 29 percent of Black Americans had a will compared to 39

percent of Whites. 22A will also facilitates the intergenerational transfer of property and wealth.

Without a will, it is often required that one’s assets go through a probate process, which can be
costly— between 3 and 8 percent of the value of the estate—?*and time consuming, and may not end up
fully honoring the deceased’s wishes. One barrier to estate planning may be the upfront cost of a
lawyer. State and local funding or assistance for estate planning, particularly geared towards low-

income communities, can help more people feel empowered to have a legally binding will.

Areas for Future Research

Black families were one-third less likely to receive an intergenerational wealth transfer than White
families. However, the expectations of Black families to leave a sizeable estate, a proxy for an
inheritance, is on par with White families. More evidence to understand which factors contribute to this
mismatch, and data on how much families expect to leave in a sizeable estate as well as similar analysis

using longitudinal data, can help policymakers zero in on the best corrective actions.

The significant decline in plans to leave a sizeable estate with age motivates an opportunity for
greater financial coaching and planning. Although financial education may not help to address this trend
(Darity Jr et al. 2018), enhanced financial coaching could help. Coaches commonly work with individuals
and couples to address their personal situations and help them work toward their goals. On the other
hand, financial educators provide education that meets the needs of a group.?> Access to a financial
coach may help all families, but Black families may especially benefit as they seek to leave a sizeable

estate to subsequent generations.

While we were able to examine the relationship between receipt of inheritance and intent to leave
an inheritance, we were not able to examine the relationship between receipt of inheritance and
actually leaving an inheritance, nor could we fully understand the relationship between intent or
expectation to leave an inheritance and actually leaving one. Future research should explore these
relationships and potentially employ panel data or smaller surveys to further investigate this mismatch

and quantify these relationships.

Additionally, our research focuses on the incidence of inheritance as opposed to amount. More

research should be done to investigate changes in the amount of wealth as well, as opposed to only
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incidence. Focusing on changes in the amount of wealth can help policymakers determine the best and

most effective amounts and thresholds for programs like baby bonds, for example.

Conclusion

The Black-White wealth divide is significant and enduring and rooted in structural racism. Research
illustrates that the racial disparity in inheritances is a key contributor to broader racial wealth
inequality. However, Black and White families appear similarly likely to expect or possibly expect to
leave a sizeable estate. This similarity between Black and White families remains even for the strongest

intentions of leaving a sizeable estate and among many measures of financial resources.

Financial coaching may help Black families plan for leaving an inheritance. In addition, addressing
frictions in the transmission of wealth across generations may be of greater importance. This will
require addressing the barriers that undermine the transfer of assets such as heirs’ property and wills.
Future research that more deeply explores these issues and their potential contribution to disparities in
intergenerational wealth transfers is warranted. Such research can more precisely quantify the problem

and better target the solution.
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City, June 1, 2022. And crypto, through channels like Robinhood, may require lower upfront costs for
investment. Nicquel Terry Ellis, “Cryptocurrency has been touted as the key to building Black wealth. But critics
are skeptical,” CNN, August 20, 2022, https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/20/us/cryptocurrency-black-investors-
reaj/index.html.

14 Survey of Consumer Finances.
15 Survey of Consumer Finances.

16 Kathy Morris, “2023 Student Loan Statistics: Impact of Student Loan Debt on the Job Market,” Zippia.com,
February 1, 2023, https://www.zippia.com/advice/student-loan-statistics/.

20 NOTES


https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/12/08/the-black-white-wealth-gap-left-black-households-more-vulnerable/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/12/08/the-black-white-wealth-gap-left-black-households-more-vulnerable/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55693d60e4b06d83cf793431/t/61bc9cd889e9d349c8d4965d/1639750872982/Inheritances+by+race.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55693d60e4b06d83cf793431/t/61bc9cd889e9d349c8d4965d/1639750872982/Inheritances+by+race.pdf
https://blackwealthdata.org/explore/assets
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Net_Worth;demographic:racecl4;population:1,2,3,4;units:median
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/#series:Net_Worth;demographic:racecl4;population:1,2,3,4;units:median
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/23/black-families-net-worth-has-grown-since-covid-but-wealth-gap-remains-wide.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/23/black-families-net-worth-has-grown-since-covid-but-wealth-gap-remains-wide.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/23/black-families-net-worth-has-grown-since-covid-but-wealth-gap-remains-wide.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/02/23/black-families-net-worth-has-grown-since-covid-but-wealth-gap-remains-wide.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/black-americans-are-buying-life-insurance-rcna1458
https://www.kansascityfed.org/research/payments-system-research-briefings/the-cryptic-nature-of-black-consumer-cryptocurrency-ownership./
https://www.kansascityfed.org/research/payments-system-research-briefings/the-cryptic-nature-of-black-consumer-cryptocurrency-ownership./
https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/20/us/cryptocurrency-black-investors-reaj/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/20/us/cryptocurrency-black-investors-reaj/index.html
https://www.zippia.com/advice/student-loan-statistics/

17 Neil Bhutta, Andrew C. Change, Lisa J. Dettling, and Joan W. Hsu, “Disparities in Wealth by Race and Ethnicity in
the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances,” FEDS Notes, Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
September 28, 2020, https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-
and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.html.

18 Survey of Consumer Finances.

19 Muth argues that individuals are rational and use all available information to make unbiased, informed
predictions about the future. This means that individuals do not make systematic errors in their predictions and
that their predictions are not biased by past errors.

20 Remy Samuels, “Retirement Racial Wealth Gap Disproportionately Impacts Black, Hispanic Americans.”
PLANSPONSOR. June 7, 2023, https://www.plansponsor.com/retirement-racial-wealth-gap-disproportionately-
impacts-black-hispanic-americans/. Note that White heads of household in their 50s’ median real wealth fell to
roughly $172,00 in 2019, from $260,000 in 2000. In contrast, median real wealth for families with Black heads of
household dropped even more significantly—to about $24,000 from $72,000 over the same time period.

21“What is Racism? Racism Defined,” DRWORKSBOOK, accessed August 30, 2023,
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/.

22 While fewer than half of Black families own their home, among those that are homeowners, the primary
residence accounts a large proportion of their assets.

28 Rachel Lustbader, “Caring.com’s 2023 Wills Survey Finds That 1 in 4 Americans See a Greater Need for an Estate
Plan Due to Inflation,” accessed August 29, 2023, https://www.caring.com/caregivers/estate-planning/wills-
surveyy/.

24 Michelle Fox, ““We are in a state of emergency.’ More than 70% of Black Americans don’t have a will. Here’s why
aplanis key,” CNBC, February 7, 2022, https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/07/70-percent-plus-of-black-
americans-dont-have-wills-why-estate-plans-are-key.html.

25 Michele Fox, “We are in a state of emergency.”

NOTES 21


https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.html
https://www.plansponsor.com/retirement-racial-wealth-gap-disproportionately-impacts-black-hispanic-americans/
https://www.plansponsor.com/retirement-racial-wealth-gap-disproportionately-impacts-black-hispanic-americans/
https://www.dismantlingracism.org/
https://www.caring.com/caregivers/estate-planning/wills-survey/
https://www.caring.com/caregivers/estate-planning/wills-survey/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/07/70-percent-plus-of-black-americans-dont-have-wills-why-estate-plans-are-key.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/07/70-percent-plus-of-black-americans-dont-have-wills-why-estate-plans-are-key.html

References

Bartscher, Alina K, Moritz Kuhn, Moritz Schularick, and Paul Wachtel. 2022. “Monetary Policy and Racial
Inequality.” Staff Reports, No.959. New York, NY: Federal Reserve Bank of New York.
https://www.newyorkfed.org/research/staff_reports/sr959.html .

Blagg, Kristin, Jung Hyun Choi, Sandy Baum, Jason Cohn, Liam Reynolds, Fanny Terrones, and Caitlin Young. 2022.
Student Loan Debt and Access to Homeownership for Borrowers of Color. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/student-loan-debt-and-access-homeownership-borrowers-color.

Darity Jr, William, Darrick Hamilton, Mark Paul, Alan Aja, Anne Price, Antonio Moore, and Caterina Chiopris. 2018.
What We Get Wrong about Closing the Racial Wealth Gap. Durham, NC: Samuel DuBois Cook Center on Society
Equity, Duke University.

Feng, Bing, Erica Singer, Gina Kim, Patrick Rooney, Dilip Soman, and Melanie Kim. 2019. Why Do People Fail to Act on
Financial Plans? A Behavioral Lens on Financial Planning. Toronto, Canada: Behavior Economics in Action at
Rotman (BEAR) Report series. https://www.rotman.utoronto.ca/-/media/Files/Programs-and-
Areas/BEAR/White-Papers/BEAR-FinancialPlanning-
1.pdf?la=en&hash=A727DC8970B87F39ABF418F5FAO8B59B6FAE85F4 .

Hamilton, Darrick, and William A. Darity Jr. 2017. “The Political Economy of Education, Financial Literacy, and the
Racial Wealth Gap.” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Review 99 (1): 59-76. http://dx.doi.org/10.20955/r.2017.59-
76.

Jones, John Bailey, and Urvi Neelakantan. 2022. “How Big Is the Inheritance Gap Between Black and White
Families?” Economic Brief No. 22-49. Richmond, VA: Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond.
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/research/economic_brief/2022/eb_22-49 .

McKernan, Signe-Mary, Caroline Ratcliffe, Margaret Simms, and Sisi Zhang. 2012. “Do Financial Support and
Inheritance Contribute to the Racial Wealth Gap?” Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-financial-support-and-inheritance-contribute-racial-wealth-
gap.

Muth, John F. 1961. “Rational Expectations and the Theory of Price Movements.” Econometrica 29 (3): 315-35.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1909635.

Pfeffer, Fabian T., Robert F. Schoeni, Arthur Kennickell, and Patricia Andreski. 2016. “Measuring Wealth and
Wealth Inequality: Comparing Two U.S. Surveys.” Journal of Economic and Social Measurement 41 (2): 103-20.
https://doi.org/10.3233/JEM-160421.

Roth, Christopher, and Johannes Wohlfart. 2020. “How Do Expectations about the Macroeconomy Affect Personal
Expectations and Behavior?” The Review of Economics and Statistics 102 (4): 731-48.
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest_a_00867.

Sabelhaus, John, and Jeffrey P. Thompson. 2023. “The Limited Role of Intergenerational Transfers for
Understanding Racial Wealth Disparities.” Current Policy Perspectives. Boston: Federal Reserve Bank of
Boston. https://www.bostonfed.org/publications/current-policy-perspectives/2023/the-limited-role-of-
intergenerational-transfers-for-understanding-racial-wealth-disparities.aspx.

Thaler, Richard H., and H. M. Shefrin. 2023. “An Economic Theory of Self-Control.” Journal of Political Economy 89
(2). https://doi.org/10.1086/260971.

Warshaw, Paul R, and Fred D. Davis. 2012. “The Accuracy of Behavioral Intention Versus Behavioral Expectation
for Predicting Behavioral Goals.” The Journal of Psychology 119 (6): 599-602.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.1985.10542933.

22 REFERENCES


https://www.newyorkfed.org/research/staff_reports/sr959.html
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/student-loan-debt-and-access-homeownership-borrowers-color
https://www.rotman.utoronto.ca/-/media/Files/Programs-and-Areas/BEAR/White-Papers/BEAR-FinancialPlanning-1.pdf?la=en&hash=A727DC8970B87F39ABF418F5FA08B59B6FAE85F4
https://www.rotman.utoronto.ca/-/media/Files/Programs-and-Areas/BEAR/White-Papers/BEAR-FinancialPlanning-1.pdf?la=en&hash=A727DC8970B87F39ABF418F5FA08B59B6FAE85F4
https://www.rotman.utoronto.ca/-/media/Files/Programs-and-Areas/BEAR/White-Papers/BEAR-FinancialPlanning-1.pdf?la=en&hash=A727DC8970B87F39ABF418F5FA08B59B6FAE85F4
http://dx.doi.org/10.20955/r.2017.59-76
http://dx.doi.org/10.20955/r.2017.59-76
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/research/economic_brief/2022/eb_22-49
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-financial-support-and-inheritance-contribute-racial-wealth-gap
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-financial-support-and-inheritance-contribute-racial-wealth-gap
https://doi.org/10.2307/1909635
https://doi.org/10.3233/JEM-160421
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest_a_00867
https://www.bostonfed.org/publications/current-policy-perspectives/2023/the-limited-role-of-intergenerational-transfers-for-understanding-racial-wealth-disparities.aspx
https://www.bostonfed.org/publications/current-policy-perspectives/2023/the-limited-role-of-intergenerational-transfers-for-understanding-racial-wealth-disparities.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1086/260971
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.1985.10542933

About the Authors

Michael Neal is a principal research associate in the Housing Finance Policy Center at the Urban
Institute. Previously, he worked at Fannie Mae, where he was a director of economics in the Economic
and Strategic Research Group. Before his service at Fannie Mae, Neal was assistant vice president at
the National Association of Home Builders’ Economic and Housing Policy department. As a housing
economist, Neal has an in-depth knowledge of housing market trends and has provided expert analysis
and commentary on housing to media outlets around the country. Previously, he worked at Congress’s
Joint Economic Committee, the Federal Reserve System, the Congressional Budget Office, and
Goldman Sachs. Neal has a bachelor's degree in economics from Morehouse College and a master's
degree in public administration from the University of Pennsylvania. Neal is a member of the
Homeownership Working Group for Project REACh, serves on the advisory board for the Ashoka-

Brookings Challenge, and works an independent consultant for AlphaSights.

Amalie Zinn is a research assistant in the Housing Finance Policy Center. Before joining Urban, she
interned for the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, where she researched racial differences in
mortgage denial rates across the United States. Zinn was also a research assistant for the Center for
Healthy Minds’ Mindful Policing project—a research initiative that investigated the effects of
mindfulness on police officer stress levels—during which she spearheaded a cost-benefit analysis of the
mindfulness training program. Zinn graduated Phi Beta Kappa from the University of Wisconsin-

Madison with a BA in economics and French and a minor in public policy.

Marokey Sawo is a research associate in the Office of Race and Equity Research. Her research centers
on questions of income and wealth distribution as they relate to gender, race, and economic policy.
Before joining Urban, Sawo was an economic analyst at the Economic Policy Institute, where she
conducted research at the national and state levels on the economic consequences of racism and
misogyny. As a member of the Economic Analysis and Research Network (EARN) team at the Economic
Policy Institute, she contributed to advancing progressive policies by producing research on systemic
inequities and providing technical assistance to the state-focused organizations within EARN. Sawo was
also previously a researcher at the Groundwork Collaborative, where she focused on the economics of
anti-austerity at the federal level, varying unemployment insurance issues, and broader labor market
conditions. Sawo holds a BA in economics from Vassar College and an MSc in economic theory and

policy from the Levy Economics Institute of Bard College.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 23



Linna Zhu is a senior research associate in the Housing Finance Policy Center. She conducts data-driven
guantitative research on policy issues related to US mortgage finance, housing supply, and racial
inequality. Zhu has published research articles on such topics as the Community Reinvestment Act,
automated valuation models, artificial intelligence risk management, Asian American and Pacific
Islander mortgage denial rates, small-dollar loans, housing supply, local planning responses, aging in
place, and household finances among older Americans. Her research has been published in leading
academic and policy journals, such as Regional Science and Urban Economics and Cityscape. She serves
on the advisory board of the Design Thinking Executive Program at the University of California,
Riverside, Extension. Zhu holds a BA in economics from Renmin University of China, an MS in finance
from Johns Hopkins University, and a PhD in public policy and management from the University of

Southern California.

24 ABOUT THE AUTHORS



STATEMENT OF INDEPENDENCE

The Urban Institute strives to meet the highest standards of integrity and quality in its research and analyses and in
the evidence-based policy recommendations offered by its researchers and experts. We believe that operating
consistent with the values of independence, rigor, and transparency is essential to maintaining those standards. As
an organization, the Urban Institute does not take positions on issues, but it does empower and support its experts
in sharing their own evidence-based views and policy recommendations that have been shaped by scholarship.
Funders do not determine our research findings or the insights and recommendations of our experts. Urban
scholars and experts are expected to be objective and follow the evidence wherever it may lead.



- INSTITUTE - -ELEVATE - -THE -DEBATE

500 L’Enfant Plaza SW
Washington, DC 20024

www.urban.org



	Contents
	Acknowledgments
	Intergenerational Wealth Transfers: Do Expectations of Leaving an Inheritance Differ Between Black and White Families?
	Data Used In This Report
	Paths to Accumulating Wealth
	The Role of Intergenerational Wealth Transfers
	The Importance of Expectations in Predicting Future Behavior
	Racial Trends in Expectations of Leaving an Inheritance
	Potential Barriers to Wealth Transfers
	Areas for Future Research
	Conclusion

	Notes
	References
	About the Authors
	STATEMENT OF INDEPENDENCE

