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Introduction and summary

The narrative of this year’s U.S. presidential election made clear that Americans 
are acutely concerned about the widening income inequality in the United States. 
The distribution of wealth among American households, however, has been far less 
studied yet is just as concerning. Whereas income mainly consists of money people 
earn at work, wealth is defined as the difference between savings—such as bank 
accounts, retirement accounts, and housing—and debt. Economists have found 
that wealth is even more unequally distributed than income in the United States. 

One particularly understudied aspect of wealth inequality is the distribution of 
wealth between and among whites and Asian Americans,1 the fastest growing 
racial group in the United States. In 2013, the last year for which complete data are 
available, Asian Americans represented a little more than 5 percent of the nation’s 
population and have grown faster than any other population group between 2000 
and 2013.2 Compared with other ethnic groups, Asian Americans tend to have 
higher incomes than other communities of color.3 These higher incomes among 
Asian Americans have occasionally led to the popular view of Asian Americans 
as economically more advantaged than other groups.4 This notion, however, 
ignores the high degree of economic inequality of Asian Americans—inequality 
that is reflected in the data on wealth. Wealth among Asian Americans is highly 
concentrated, and many Asian Americans, especially Asian American seniors 
who need to live off of their savings, live in an economically precarious situation.5 
Consequently, too many Asian Americans are far away from a secure retirement 
and ill-prepared to weather an emergency. 

This report contributes to the growing number of studies of the economic 
well-being of Asian Americans, showing that wealth inequality among Asian 
Americans is far greater than the already high wealth inequality among whites.6 
Although many Asian Americans have wealth comparable to that of whites, a 
large share of Asian Americans have little or no wealth. Focusing only on average 
or median wealth of Asian Americans can thus be misleading because doing so 
ignores a large share of Asian Americans who continue to struggle economically. 
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Wealth, after all, is a key indicator of people’s economic security. Wealth or savings 
allow people to weather unexpected events such as a layoff or illness and plan for 
the future—for example, sending children to college, starting a business, taking 
on a new job, and retiring. Put differently, those without wealth or with only little 
savings are in an economically precarious situation with respect to their future. 

If the past few decades are any indication, the economic future remains uncertain 
and people need more savings. As economic risks such as unemployment, income 
drops, and unexpected caregiving demands have increased, more short-term sav-
ings help people make it through.7 

People also need to save more to pay for education and retirement. College 
tuitions have regularly outpaced inflation, driving students deeper into debt 
absent their own or their families’ savings.8 And the costs of retirement keep going 
up as well. The normal retirement age to receive full Social Security benefits is ris-
ing from age 65 to age 67. Defined benefit pensions continue to disappear. Health 
insurance costs generally outpace incomes, and many people are simply living 
longer than those in previous generations. People today need to have more savings 
available to them just to maintain the same standard of living.9

Yet many people have only some or even no wealth, while others have amassed 
substantial amounts. Wealth inequality is typically much larger than income 
inequality.10 As a rule, those who struggle economically today also tend to face 
uncertain futures. Moreover, the gap between those who have a lot of wealth and 
face a secure future and those who do not keeps growing.11 

Increasing wealth inequality, however, is not just about numbers. An unequal 
wealth distribution means that many people face economic uncertainties on a 
day-to-day basis because they cannot cover an emergency such as a layoff. It also 
means that many people cannot, for example, send their kids to the college of their 
choice, start and grow a business, or move to a new job and/or career. 

Differences in wealth are especially stark by race. African Americans and Latinos 
tend to have a lot less wealth than whites.12 This wealth gap has persisted as eco-
nomic mobility and the ability to save has gone down for many people, especially 
African Americans and Latinos. 
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Asian Americans, in comparison, are often heralded as the exception.13 Their 
wealth on average and at the median tends to be comparable to that of whites—at 
least in the years since the Great Recession ended in 2009. This view, though, is 
somewhat narrow as it overlooks the fact that the economic experience of Asian 
Americans tends to be more varied than that of whites.14 For instance, Asian 
Americans have higher family incomes than is the case for whites—$76,761 com-
pared to $62,950 in 2015—but their poverty rate is also higher, at 11.4 percent 
compared to 9.1 percent in 2015. Asian Americans are not only the fastest grow-
ing racial group in the United States, they are also economically one of the most 
diverse groups, with a substantial share of Asian Americans struggling day to day. 

Considering that this pattern of economic disparity in Asian American communi-
ties is not new, it is also no surprise to find substantial wealth inequality among 
Asian Americans. The data in this report specifically show that:

• Asian American average and median wealth has become comparable to  
white wealth. 

• Asian Americans at the bottom of the income distribution have less wealth than 
whites at the bottom of the income distribution. 

• Wealthy Asian Americans have more wealth than wealthy whites. 

• Wealth inequality among Asian Americans is greater than among whites. 

• Wealth inequality among Asian Americans has widened over time. 

• Asian Americans have fewer retirement benefits than whites. 

• Asian Americans have lower homeownership rates than whites. 

• Asian Americans owe more debt than whites. 

The data on Asian American wealth are a mix of good news and bad news. Asian 
American wealth has been trending up, catching up to wealth levels for whites on 
average. But many Asian Americans are left behind with no or very little wealth. 
Although the data in this report do not allow for a further disaggregation by sub-
populations, other data on employment and wages, for instance, suggest that some 
subpopulations such as Vietnamese-Americans are economically more vulner-
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able than other groups of Asian Americans.15 It is thus reasonable to assume that 
these same subpopulations make up a disproportionate share of Asian Americans 
with little wealth. Moreover, the gap between wealthy and nonwealthy Asian 
Americans has widened. Asian Americans also have fewer retirement benefits than 
whites and are more indebted than whites, creating a potentially precarious situ-
ation when stock and housing prices fall. The bottom line is that wealth inequal-
ity across American families deserves policy attention. This is especially true for 
Asian Americans in the bottom half of the income distribution. 
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Average and median Asian 
American wealth resembles 
white wealth

Household wealth is the difference between assets that can be turned into income 
when people need the money and debt that they owe. Wealth is then a safety net 
for emergencies and a means to pay for big ticket items, such as children’s college 
education, a down payment for a house, and the start-up costs of a new business; 
it is also a way to supplement retirement income from Social Security. The gap 
between those with a lot of wealth and those at the bottom of the income distri-
bution, however, is much larger than comparable income gaps, which have also 
grown over the past three decades. 

To some degree, slow income growth and modest wealth are related. Stagnant 
income growth for many middle-class families over the past few decades has 
meant that families have often had to focus on paying rising bills for housing, 
health care, and education, which has left little room to save.16 Saving got even 
more difficult during this time as the labor, stock, and housing markets became 
more volatile, often decimating people’s savings.17 Furthermore, employers cut 
back on retirement benefits for their employees, thus pulling away the extra help 
that people could have used to save during increasingly insecure times.18 

Not all people are equally affected by these adverse effects. African Americans and 
Latinos, for instance, tend to be economically more vulnerable than whites. 

Asian Americans are often held up as counterexamples of shrinking racial wealth 
gaps by pointing to their average or median incomes. The use of averages or even 
medians, though, obscures the fact that the Asian American community is eco-
nomically very diverse. A large number of Asian Americans indeed fare compara-
tively well, while a large minority of Asian Americans struggles immensely, often 
more so than other racial and ethnic minorities. 
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The summary of existing wealth data shows that at sufficiently high levels of 
data aggregations, Asian American wealth mirrors that of whites. Average Asian 
American wealth, for instance, has gradually pulled to par with white wealth in 
recent years. (see Figure 1) Median Asian American wealth, as summarized in the 
Appendix, has also become relatively close to median white wealth. (see Appendix 
for detailed summary tables) 

FIGURE 1

Average wealth, by race and year

Note: Dollar �gures are in 2013 dollars, de�ated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators 
refer to racial or ethnic self-identi�cation of the head of household. Racial and ethnic identi�cations are mutually exclusive. Asian 
Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Paci�c Islanders.

Source: Authors' calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, "Survey of Consumer 
Finances," available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/sc�ndex.htm (last accessed September 2016).  

 

White

1989 to 1998 2001 to 2007 2010 to 2013

Asian American

$0

$200K

$400K

$600K

$800K

$408K
$363K

$694K

$593K

$684K $673K



7 Center for American Progress | Wealth Inequality Among Asian Americans Greater Than Among Whites

Wealth inequality is larger for 
Asian Americans than for whites

Looking only at average and median wealth for all Asian Americans obscures 
the fact that wealth is unequally distributed. The bottom one-fifth of households 
in the Asian American wealth distribution, for instance, had at most $9,319 in 
2010–2013. That is, the median Asian American household had more than 14.3 
times the wealth of the bottom 20 percent of households. Meanwhile, the top 10 
percent of households in the Asian American wealth distribution had more than 
$1.4 million in 2010–2013. Asian Americans at the 90th percentile—where the 
top 10 percent of wealthy Asian Americans starts—then had 168.4 times the 
wealth of the top of the bottom 20 percent—$1,448,118 compared to $9,319—
in 2010–2013. (see Table 1) 

TABLE 1

Measures of wealth inequality

White Asian American

1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013 1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013

Share of households with 
no or negative wealth

7.0 6.8 10.1 11.1 7.5 9.9

Percentile ratios

90th/50th 6.0 7.1 9.5 6.6 6.3 11.8

50th/20th 8.0 8.8 12.8 11.6 25.1 14.3

90th/20th 48.1 62.2 121.3 76.0 166.6 168.4

Percentile levels in wealth distribution, in 2013 dollars

20th percentile  $15,248  $19,650  $10,468  $8,461  $11,302  $9,319 

50th percentile, median  $121,811  $170,509  $133,236  $97,163  $196,992  $132,653 

90th percentile  $730,350  $1,210,554  $1,260,430  $657,859  $1,203,576  $1,448,118 

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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Wealth inequality among Asian Americans in fact is greater than that among whites. 
The ratio between median wealth and wealth at the 20th percentile for whites was 
12.8—$133,236 compared to $10,468—lower than the comparable ratio of 14.3 
for Asian Americans. Moreover, white households at the 90th percentile—the top 
10 percent—had 121.3 times the wealth of households at the bottom 20th percen-
tile—$1,260,430 to $10,468 in 2010–2013. This is significantly smaller than the 
comparable ratio of 168.4 for Asian Americans. (see Table 1) Wealth inequality 
among Asian Americans was greater in 2010–2013 than among whites because 
nonwealthy Asian Americans had less wealth than nonwealthy whites and because 
wealthy Asian Americans had more wealth than wealthy whites. 

The lack of wealth among poorer Asian Americans is particularly disconcert-
ing. The median wealth for Asian Americans in the bottom half of the income 
distribution was $18,270 in 2010–2013. This is much lower than the $42,238 
median wealth recorded for whites in the bottom half of the income distribution. 
(see Table A1 in the Appendix) That is, whites in the bottom half of the income 
distribution had more than twice the wealth of Asian Americans in the bottom 
half of the income distribution. 
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Asian American wealth 
inequality has increased

Asian American wealth inequality has grown over time. Middle-class Asian 
Americans at the median had 6.6 times the wealth of Asian Americans at the 20th 
percentile—$97,163 to $8,461—between 1992 and 1998. This ratio increased to 
11.8 in 2010–2013. Similarly, Asian American wealth at the 90th percentile was 
76.0 times the wealth at the 20th percentile in 1992–1998. This ratio increased to 
168.4 in 2010–2013. (see Table 1) 

These data signal that wealth has grown faster among wealthy Asian Americans 
than among middle-class Asian Americans. And middle-class Asian Americans 
saw faster wealth increases from the early years—1992 to 1998—to the later 
years—2010 to 2013—than was the case for Asian Americans with little wealth at 
the 20th percentile of the wealth distribution. Wealth among Asian Americans at 
the 90th percentile grew by 120.1 percent—it more than doubled—while it grew 
by 36.4 percent at the median and by only 10.1 percent at the 20th percentile, 
from the early to the later years. (see Figure 2)

These trends are different from those for whites, largely because wealth at the 
three percentile levels grew for Asian Americans from 1992–1998 to 2010–2013. 
White wealth, on the other hand, fell at the 20 percentile, from $15,248 during 
the early years—1992 to 1998—to $10,468 in the later years—2010 to 2013. 
(see Table 1) Median white wealth increased by less than 10 percent, and white 
wealth at the 90th percentile less than doubled during this time period. (see 
Table 1) That is, wealth inequality among whites increased in large part because 
wealth declined among less-wealthy whites, although they still had more wealth in 
2010–2013 than was the case for less-wealthy Asian Americans. 
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FIGURE 2

Change in inflation-adjusted Asian American wealth at specified 
points in the wealth distribution, from 1992–1998 to 2010–2013

Note: Dollar �gures are in 2013 dollars, de�ated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators 
refer to racial or ethnic self-identi�cation of the head of household. Racial and ethnic identi�cations are mutually exclusive. Asian 
Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Paci�c Islanders. 

Source: Authors' calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, "Survey of Consumer 
Finances," available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/sc�ndex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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Asian American wealth inequality 
follows from lower homeownership 
and pension coverage

Asian American wealth looks different from that of whites, when considering its 
components—assets and debt—individually. The data in particular show some 
noteworthy differences in the assets between Asian Americans and whites. In 2010–
2013, Asian Americans had more assets—$287,306—than whites—$237,401. 
Yet Asian Americans in the bottom half of the income distribution had much less 
in assets—$40,503—than whites in the bottom of the income distribution, who 
owned $91,942 in assets during that time. (see Table 2) That is, assets are more 
unequally distributed among Asian Americans than among whites. 

This greater wealth inequality follows from a more unequal distribution of hous-
ing assets—lower homeownership—among Asian Americans than is the case for 
whites.19 Houses typically constitute the largest asset for households. The data 
show that Asian Americans are less likely to be homeowners than whites. Less 
than three-fifths of Asian Americans—59.6 percent, to be exact—were homeown-
ers in 2010–2013. In comparison, the homeownership rate for whites in the wake 
of the Great Recession was 73.9 percent. (see Table 2)

Lower rates of homeownership among Asian Americans can have serious implica-
tions for people’s economic security. Homeownership can contribute to more stable 
communities, better educational outcomes, and more civic engagement. These fac-
tors together help create more wealth for homeowners, suggesting that lower home-
ownership rates can result in rising wealth inequality within certain communities. 

The homeownership gap between Asian Americans and whites in fact widened a 
little following the Great Recession. The homeownership rate for Asian Americans 
dropped by almost 2 percent, from 61.5 percent in 2001–2007 to 59.6 percent in 
2010–2013. At the same time, the white homeownership rate only dropped by 1 
percent, from 74.9 percent in the 2000s to 73.9 percent in 2010–2013. (see Table 
2) The housing crisis associated with the Great Recession apparently hurt Asian 
Americans more than it did whites. 
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Behind homeownership, the second-most widely held asset among U.S. house-
holds is retirement savings. People can expect to receive retirement income from 
defined benefit, or DB, pensions, which thus constitute an asset to households. 
DB pensions typically pay out a monthly income during retirement as long 
as retirees are alive, rather than giving workers a lump sum when they retire. 
Additionally, people save for retirement with retirement savings accounts such as 
401(k) plans and individual retirement accounts, or IRAs. 

The data again show that Asian Americans lag behind whites with respect 
to retirement savings, largely because they are much less likely to have a DB 
pension. Only 15.5 percent of Asian Americans could expect a DB pension 
in 2010–2013, compared to 35.4 percent of whites. DB pension coverage has 
declined in general, but faster for Asian Americans than for whites. The share of 
Asian Americans with a DB pension dropped from 24.6 percent in the 1990s to 

TABLE 2

Selected inflation-adjusted assets, by race and year

For all households and bottom half of income distribution

White

All households Bottom half of income distribution

1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013 1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013

Median assets $182,770 $264,360 $237,401 $79,249 $107,897 $91,942 

Homeownership rate 70.9 74.9 73.9 57.9 60.7 59.1

Share with retirement assets 49.5 57.1 56.6 26.7 33.7 31.7

Median retirement savings assets* $29,723 $51,455 $65,949 $13,345 $15,921 $19,362 

Share with defined benefit  
pension coverage

39.7 35.5 35.4 31.1 27.7 27.1

Asian American

Median assets $160,575 $343,999 $287,306 $26,987 $51,749 $40,503 

Homeownership rate 46.1 61.5 59.6 21.0 35.1 38.7

Share with retirement assets 44.6 58.4 58.1 19.8 31.6 31.4

Median retirement savings assets* $36,972 $46,758 $67,025 $68,799 $13,173 $13,601 

Share with defined benefit  
pension coverage

24.6 20.8 15.5 8.5 18.0 11.5

* Indicates dollar figures are conditional on households having asset type of value greater than zero. 

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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15.5 percent in the years after the Great Recession—a decrease of 9.1 percent. 
At the same time, the share of whites with a DB pension fell from 39.7 percent to 
35.4 percent—a decline equal to 4.3 percent, or less than half the rate of decline 
among Asian Americans. (see Table 2)

The much lower DB pension coverage among Asian Americans is not offset by 
much more widespread retirement savings accounts. In 2010–2013, 58.1 percent 
of Asian Americans had a retirement savings account with a median balance of 
$67,025. In comparison, 56.6 percent of whites had retirement savings accounts 
with a median balance of $65,949. (see Table 2)

Finally, Asian American households in the lower half of the income distribu-
tion are less likely to be homeowners, to have a DB pension, and to have money 
in retirement savings accounts than is the case for Asian Americans overall. 
Moreover, Asian American households in the bottom of the income distribution 
look relatively similar to whites in the bottom of the income distribution, except 
that they are much less likely to be homeowners. (see Table 2) 

Some of the differences in retirement wealth and homeownership are also due, at 
least in part, to differences in the age composition and residential distribution of 
white and Asian American households. Asian American households are consider-
ably younger, on average, than white households. (see Table A4 in the Appendix) 
Younger households are less likely to be homeowners, more likely to be in jobs 
without DB pensions, and tend to have had fewer years to accumulate pension 
wealth of any kind. Moreover, Asian American households are heavily concen-
trated in urban areas with larger renting populations, a factor which also likely 
contributes to their lower homeownership rates. 
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Asian Americans owe larger 
mortgages than whites

Debt is the other side of the wealth equation. Generally speaking, Asian 
Americans are less indebted than is the case for whites, although the differences 
are often comparatively small. (see Table A3 in Appendix) However, the data 
show some notable differences—for instance, with respect to mortgages. 

Mortgages are the most widespread and largest form of debt for all households. 
Asian Americans are no exception. Close to half—46.1 percent—of Asian 
Americans owed money on a mortgage or home equity loan in 2010–2013. This 
is similar to the 49.7 percent of whites who owed money on a mortgage or home 
equity line. But the amounts owed on mortgages are quite different between Asian 
Americans and whites; Asian Americans homebuyers owed a median amount of 
$236,011 in mortgages in 2010–2013, while whites owed $118,515 during the same 
time. (see Table 3) This is consistent with Asian Americans being concentrated in 
high-priced housing markets on the East Coast and West Coast.20 As a result Asian 
Americans tend to spend a disproportionate amount of their income on housing. 
The concomitant heavy mortgage indebtedness leaves many Asian Americans more 
vulnerable to potential house price declines than is the case for whites. 

Notably, the data suggest that mortgages are more equally distributed among 
Asian Americans than among whites; this means that debt exacerbates wealth 
inequality relative to the distribution of assets among Asian Americans. The share 
of households with mortgages in the bottom half of the income distributions 
for Asian Americans and whites are somewhat similar—24.3 percent compared 
to 29.5 percent in 2010–2013. But the median amounts of mortgages are again 
much larger for Asian Americans—at $118,056—than for whites, who owed 
only $72,009 at the same time. (see Table 3) Mortgage debt is larger for Asian 
Americans across the board, offsetting higher asset values among wealthier 
Asian Americans and drawing down wealth for poorer Asian Americans. Wealth 
inequality among Asian Americans is linked to homeownership and the related 
mortgages. Higher levels of mortgage debt are influenced by living in higher cost-
of-living regions, which is more common among Asian American households. 
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More mortgage debt can also increase the financial vulnerability of homeown-
ers. Being deeper in mortgage debt can increase the chance of foreclosure. It is 
therefore not surprising that some Asian American groups, specifically Indian-, 
Korean-, and Vietnamese-Americans in Orlando and Phoenix—areas where the 
financial crisis hit especially hard—had foreclosure rates in 2010 that were much 
higher than those of non-Hispanic whites.21 

TABLE 3 

Selected inflation-adjusted debt, by race and year

For all households and bottom half of income distribution

White

All households Bottom half

1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013 1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013

Median debt $16,636 $32,706 $34,870 $2,001 $5,615 $5,504 

Median debt among those who  
have any debt

$44,089 $75,425 $84,663 $14,274 $21,533 $26,572 

Median debt-to-income ratio 35.7% 56.2% 63.8% 8.9% 18.9% 20.2%

Share with mortgages 44.5 50.4 49.7 23.5 29.8 29.5

Median mortgages and home  
equity lines*

$81,237 $111,599 $118,515 $44,796 $63,301 $72,009 

Asian Americans

Median debt $18,980 $44,912 $40,000 $3,036 $4,432 $2,850 

Median debt among those who  
have any debt

$67,146 $107,306 $154,934 $11,223 $17,067 $30,113 

Median debt-to-income ratio 32.8% 55.7% 62.1% 7.4% 17.1% 13.4%

Share with mortgages 41.6 49.7 46.1 18.2 21.3 24.3

Median mortgages and home  
equity lines*

$149,011 $165,661 $236,011 $83,374 $115,072 $118,056 

* Indicates dollar figures are conditional on households owing debt type of value greater than zero. 

Note:  Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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Student and car loans rising  
faster among Asian Americans 
than among whites

Although far smaller than mortgage debt, the share of installment loans—mainly 
student debt and car loans—among Asian Americans also deserves attention. 
Student debt and car loans have risen to their highest nationwide level on record dat-
ing back to 1968.22 And student and car loans tend to be more expensive than mort-
gages, disproportionately burdening those with such debt. Increases in student loans 
tend to be especially pronounced for African Americans and Latinos.23 Meanwhile, 
the median amounts that Asian Americans owe on their installment loans were 
comparable with those that whites owed—$15,258 for Asian Americans compared 
to $15,021 for whites—in 2010– 2013. (see Table 3) And median installment debt 
levels are also roughly similar for low-income Asian Americans and whites. 

Although the debt owed on installment loans is largely comparable among white 
and Asian American populations, the data in Table 3 notably show that install-
ment loans have risen substantially faster among Asian Americans than among 
whites. These data reflect similar trends for other communities of color. In 
2010–2013, 41.1 percent of Asian Americans had installment loans, up from 36.3 
percent in 1992–1998. This is an increase of 4.8 percent. In comparison, the share 
of whites with installment loans grew by only 0.9 percent, from 46.3 percent in 
1992–1998 to 47.2 percent in 2010–2013. 

The installment loan increases among lower-income Asian Americans are espe-
cially noteworthy. The chance of having installment debt was 37.7 percent among 
Asian Americans in the bottom half of the income distribution in 2010–2013. 
This was close to the 40.3 percent of whites with installment loans in 2010–2013 
and up from 34.3 percent in 1992–1998. (see Table 3) Put differently, lower-
income Asian Americans are getting deeper into costly debt. 
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Recommendations and conclusion

The data suggest that wealth inequality is larger among Asian Americans than 
among whites. Thoroughly identifying the reasons behind these differences is 
beyond the scope of this report, but it is most likely a combination of demographic 
differences, such as the age composition and geographic distributions mentioned 
above, and economic factors, such as access to quality employment with benefits 
and high wages. The fact that the typical Asian American household has a higher 
level of educational attainment and lower wealth than the typical white household 
suggests that the differences are not simply limited to age and region. Rather, these 
differences reflect widespread and longer-term inequality among other economic 
indicators—such as jobs, wages, and benefits—between Asian American subgroups. 
The fact remains that a substantial share of low-income and middle-class Asian 
Americans has a lot less wealth than similarly situated whites. 

Wealth inequality among Asian Americans has also grown faster for the past two 
decades than it has for whites. In part, this rise in wealth inequality can be traced 
back to greater indebtedness and faster rising debt, especially installment loans 
for student debt and car purchases. The faster rise in inequality among Asian 
Americans than among whites in particular suggests that Asian American inequal-
ity results from factors other than just age and education.24 

The economic inequality among Asian Americans has long been recognized, 
but the data to support this case are often missing. Publicly available wealth data 
from the Survey of Consumer Finances, for instance, do not include household 
data on whether heads of household self-identify as Asian American. Moreover, 
researchers often include separate data for Pacific Islanders and/or Native 
Americans as comparison points to data for Asian Americans.25 But the wealth 
data used in this report include too few observations to parse out wealth for 
Pacific Islanders and Native Americans. 
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The data thus lead to several clear policy conclusions. First, it is critical to sys-
tematically collect and disseminate data on Asian Americans, Pacific Islanders, 
and relevant subgroups. The Asian American community is the fastest growing 
racial group in the country. Policymakers cannot adequately address the needs 
of this population without good data. 

The available data, though, suggest that a large share of Asian Americans are in 
need of effective wealth-building policies. This can mean more efficient policy 
interventions to boost savings. Congress, for instance, could make the existing 
Saver’s Credit for retirement savings refundable so that even households living 
below the federal poverty line with little or no federal income tax payments can 
take advantage of it.26 It can also mean more access to retirement savings for 
workers whose employer does not offer retirement benefits. State governments, 
for instance, are looking at offering new, low-cost, low-risk retirement savings 
options to private-sector workers who do not have retirement benefits at work. 
Similar proposals exist at the federal level to give private-sector workers more 
access to decent retirement savings. 

Policymakers could also boost wealth by cutting people’s debt. This could happen 
by lowering the need for people to borrow—for instance, by cutting the costs of a 
college education. People’s debt would also rise more slowly if associated fees—
for instance, for car title loans—were lower. 

The bottom line is that policymakers have a range of options available to address 
the persistent and widening wealth inequality and associated economic insecu-
rity for many Asian Americans. Creating more economic security and oppor-
tunity for all Americans, including large swaths of Asian Americans, is only a 
matter of political will. 
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Appendix

Data and methodologies

The authors of this report used data from the nine waves of the Federal Reserve 
Board’s triennial Survey of Consumer Finances, or SCF, conducted from 1989 to 
2013. Several features of the SCF make it appropriate for informing the question 
of racial wealth gaps. The survey collects detailed information about households’ 
financial assets and liabilities and has employed a consistent design and sample 
frame since 1989.27 As a survey of household finances and wealth, the SCF 
includes some assets that are broadly shared across the population, such as bank 
savings accounts, as well some that are held more narrowly and that are concen-
trated in the tails of the distribution, such as direct ownership of bonds. 

To support estimates of a variety of financial characteristics, as well as the overall 
distribution of wealth, the survey employs a dual-frame sample design. A national 
area probability sample provides good coverage of widely spread characteristics. 
The area probability sample selects household units with equal probability from 
primary sampling units that are selected through a multistage selection procedure, 
which includes stratification by a variety of characteristics and selection propor-
tional to their population. Because of the concentration of assets and nonrandom 
survey response by wealth, the SCF also employs a list sample developed from 
statistical records that are derived from tax returns under an agreement with the 
IRS’s Statistics of Income program.28 This list sample consists of households with 
a high probability of having high net worth. The SCF joins the observations from 
the area probability and list sample through weighting. The weighting design 
adjusts each sample separately using all of the useful information that can be 
brought to bear in creating post-strata. The final weights are adjusted so that the 
combined sample is nationally representative of the population and assets.29 These 
weights were used in all figures presented in this paper.
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The key variables discussed in this paper are net worth and a variety of classes of 
assets and debt.30 Total assets include the value of all financial and nonfinancial 
assets, including residential and nonresidential real estate and owned businesses, 
reported by the respondent at the time of the interview. Total debt reflects all 
types of debt, including credit cards, mortgage debt, student loans, business debts, 
and other miscellaneous forms of debt. 

The unit of analysis in the SCF is the “primary economic unit,” which refers to 
a financially dependent group of people who are living together and are related 
by blood, marriage, or domestic union. This concept is distinct from either the 
household or family units employed by the U.S. Census Bureau but is conceptu-
ally closer to the latter, and throughout this paper, primary economic units are 
referred to as “families.” Single individuals living alone are included and simply 
considered a family of one.

In addition to household finances, the SCF also collects some basic demographic 
information, primarily for the head of household. The survey collects the self-
identified race of the head of household and allows respondents to choose from 
seven options. The exact wording of the telephone version of the survey is as 
follows: “Which of these categories do you feel best describe you: white, black or 
African American, Hispanic or Latino, Asian, American Indian or Alaska Native, 
Hawaiian Native or other Pacific Islander, or another race?”

Prior to 1998, respondents were only allowed to choose a single category. Starting in 
1998 respondents were allowed to give multiple responses, but they were asked to 
give first the category they identified with most strongly. The variable in the public 
version of the SCF is based on the first answer provided. Few people give more than 
one response. Beginning in 2004, respondents were also asked a question to deter-
mine whether they were of Hispanic/Latino culture or origin, regardless of race.

For the analysis in this paper, the authors used the race variable as presented in the 
data—reflecting the first option chosen in 1998 and thereafter—and ignoring any 
complications potentially related to the race variable changes in 1998 that allowed 
for the selection of multiple races and in 2004 when a separate identification of 
Hispanic ethnicity was included. Over the entire 1989–2013 period, 74 percent 
of households were classified as white by virtue of having a white head of house-
hold, 13 percent as black, and 9 percent as Hispanic. Of the remaining 4 percent of 
households, the single largest group was Asian. There are too few Asian American 
households surveyed in any individual year of the SCF to support reliable statistics. 
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By grouping several years together, however, there is a large enough number of Asian 
American households to calculate reliable measures of wealth, assets, and debt. 
Because the SCF sample size has increased over time, starting at just 3,100 in 1989 
and rising to more than 6,000 by 2013, and the Asian population has grown, the 
authors combined three or four earlier survey years and just two years more recently. 

Additional tables

TABLE A1

Inflation-adjusted wealth measures, by race and year for all households  
and bottom half of income distribution

White

All Bottom half of the income distribution

Median wealth Mean wealth
Median wealth-to-

income ratio
Median wealth Mean wealth

Median wealth-to-
income ratio

1992 to 1998  $123,508  $408,096 240.4%  $51,276  $131,981 196.2%

2001 to 2007  $170,509  $693,911 287.5%  $62,485  $181,523 208.0%

2010 to 2013  $133,236  $684,066 241.0%  $42,238  $177,123 153.6%

Asian American

1992 to 1998  $83,708  $363,284 147.4%  $15,434  $92,249 57.4%

2001 to 2007  $196,992  $593,485 270.8%  $25,295  $189,770 87.7%

2010 to 2013  $132,653  $672,796 192.5%  $18,270  $126,908 63.4%

Ratio of white wealth to Asian American wealth at different measures

1992 to 1998 147.5% 112.3% 163.1% 332.2% 143.1% 342.0%

2001 to 2007 86.6% 116.9% 106.2% 247.0% 95.7% 237.2%

2010 to 2013 100.4% 101.7% 125.2% 231.2% 139.6% 242.3%

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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TABLE A2

Inflation-adjusted assets, by race and year for all households  
and bottom half of income distribution

White

All households Bottom half

1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013 1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013

Median assets  $182,770  $264,360  $237,401  $79,249  $107,897  $91,942 

Median debt-to-assets ratio, by share 11.0 8.1 6.8 39.6 19.2 16.7

Homeownership rate, by share 70.9 74.9 73.9 57.9 60.7 59.1

Share with retirement assets 49.5 57.1 56.6 26.7 33.7 31.7

Median retirement savings assets*  $29,723  $51,455  $65,949  $13,345  $15,921  $19,362 

DB plan coverage, by share 39.7 35.5 35.4 31.1 27.7 27.1

Share with business assets 15.2 15.8 14.7 8.4 7.9 7.7

Median business assets*  $65,256  $103,141  $90,906  $40,456  $42,439  $30,684 

Share with liquid assets 93.6 95.4 96.2 88.0 91.0 92.5

Median liquid assets*  $4,561  $5,984  $5,641  $1,986  $2,248  $1,991 

Asian American 

Median assets  $160,575  $343,999  $287,306  $26,987  $51,749  $40,503 

Median debt-to-assets ratio, by share 8.5 7.7 7.2 8.9 11.7 14.2

Homeownership rate, by share 46.1 61.5 59.6 21.0 35.1 38.7

Share with retirement assets 44.6 58.4 58.1 19.8 31.6 31.4

Median retirement savings assets*  $36,972  $46,758  $67,025  $68,799  $13,173  $13,601 

DB plan coverage, by share 24.6 20.8 15.5 8.5 18.0 11.5

Share with business assets 14.6 16.1 15.1 11.7 12.1 7.4

Median business assets*  $104,242  $76,113  $103,585  $91,707  $21,739  $34,094 

Share with liquid assets 91.1 95.4 97.2 81.7 91.5 94.5

Median liquid assets*  $6,160  $8,906  $7,295  $2,831  $2,866  $1,965 

* Indicates dollar figures are conditional on households having asset type of value greater than zero. 

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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TABLE A3 

Inflation-adjusted debt, by race and year for all households and bottom half of income distribution

White

All households Bottom half

1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013 1992–1998 2001–2007 2010–2013

Median debt  $16,636  $32,706  $34,870  $2,001  $5,615  $5,504 

Median debt among those who have  
any debt

 $44,089  $75,425  $84,663  $14,274  $21,533  $26,572 

Median debt-to-income ratio, by share 35.7% 56.2% 63.8% 8.9% 18.9% 20.2%

Share with mortgages 44.5 50.4 49.7 23.5 29.8 29.5

Median mortgages and home equity lines*  $81,237  $111,599  $118,515  $44,796  $63,301  $72,009 

Share with installment loans and other  
lines of credit

46.3 46.8 47.2 39.4 38.9 40.3

Median installment loans and other lines 
of credit* 

 $10,411  $14,442  $15,021  $7,432  $10,451  $10,274 

Share with credit card debt 45.2 45.0 39.1 38.1 39.7 33.1

Median credit card balances*  $2,278  $3,056  $2,978  $1,743  $2,060  $1,823 

Asian American 

Median debt  $18,980  $44,912  $40,000  $3,036  $4,432  $2,850 

Median debt among those who have  
any debt

 $67,146  $107,306  $154,934  $11,223  $17,067  $30,113 

Median debt-to-income ratio, by share 32.8% 55.7% 62.1% 7.4% 17.1% 13.4%

Share with mortgages 41.6 49.7 46.1 18.2 21.3 24.3

Median mortgages and home equity lines*  $149,011  $165,661  $236,011  $83,374  $115,072  $118,056 

Share with installment loans and other  
lines of credit

36.3 39.3 41.1 34.3 31.5 37.7

Median installment loans and other lines 
of credit*

 $12,761  $17,346  $15,258  $8,178  $13,720  $12,103 

Share with credit card debt 42.9 43.4 30.9 41.9 42.6 33.7

Median credit card balances*  $1,797  $4,217  $2,256  $1,592  $3,660  $2,206 

* Indicates dollar figures are conditional on households owing debt type of value greater than zero. 

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Racial and ethnic identifications are mutually exclusive. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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TABLE A4

Selected demographics, by race and year

White

Mean age  
of household 
head, in years

Household 
size, number  

of people
Number  
of kids

Education

Share with  
less than high 
school degree

Share with high 
school degree 

Share with  
some college 

education

Share with  
at least  

college degree 

1992 to 1998 49.6 2.5 0.77 16.2 31.6 18.0 34.3

2001 to 2007 51.3 2.4 0.73 10.9 31.9 18.5 38.7

2010 to 2013 52.7 2.5 0.72 8.0 31.7 18.5 41.8

Asian American

1992 to 1998 38.5 3.1 1.06 7.7 15.7 20.0 56.6

2001 to 2007 45.7 2.9 0.86 6.4 13.7 15.1 64.8

2010 to 2013 45.6 2.8 0.89 2.7 14.4 14.0 68.9

Note: Dollar figures are in 2013 dollars, deflated by the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers Research Series. Racial indicators refer to racial or ethnic self-identification of the head of house-
hold. Asian Americans include those who self-identify as Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.

Source: Authors’ calculations based on various years of Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Survey of Consumer Finances,” available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/scf/
scfindex.htm (last accessed September 2016). 
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