


Topics We Will 
Cover

• Wicked Problems

• The Racial Wealth Gap

• Root Causes

• The (Potential) Role of 
Financial Education

• Educator Resources



Handout with 
Links



Wicked Problems



A wicked problem is a social or cultural 
problem that is difficult or impossible to 
solve for as many as four reasons: 
• incomplete or contradictory knowledge
• the number of people and opinions 

involved
• the large economic burden
• the interconnected nature of these 

problems with other problems. 
Adapted from Horst Rittel, from SSRI

https://ssir.org/books/excerpts/entry/wicked_problems_problems_worth_solving


• No definitive formulation. 
• It’s hard, maybe impossible, to measure or claim 

success because they bleed into one another.
• Solutions can be only good or bad, not true or 

false. 
• There is no template to follow, although history 

may provide a guide. 

Characteristics of Wicked Problems

Adapted from Horst Rittel, from SSRI

https://ssir.org/books/excerpts/entry/wicked_problems_problems_worth_solving


• There is always more than one explanation.
• Every wicked problem is a symptom of another 

problem.
• Every wicked problem is unique.

Characteristics of Wicked Problems

Adapted from Horst Rittel, from SSRI

https://ssir.org/books/excerpts/entry/wicked_problems_problems_worth_solving


Examples • Poverty
• Climate change
• Education
• Homelessness
• Sustainability



The Racial Wealth Gap



Net Worth Assets
What You Have

Liabilities
What You Owe



Median & Mean
Net Worth

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


(median)

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


White Families
$1

Black Families
12¢

Hispanic Families
21¢

Median Net Wealth



(mean)

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


White Families
$980k

Black Families
$143k

Hispanic Families
$166k

Mean Net Wealth



White Families
$980k

Black Families
$143k

Hispanic Families
$166k

Mean Net Wealth



Key Takeaway

“The median wealth gap between Black and 
white families of 12 cents per $1 of white 
wealth is largely unchanged over the past 30 
years, while the gap between Hispanic and 
white families, 21 cents per $1 of white 
wealth, slightly improved but remained large.”

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Distribution of 
Wealth:
All Families

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

Wealth of 
$1.22 
million or 
more 

Wealth between 
$122,000 and 
$1.22 million

Wealth less than 
$122,000

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


Top 10%

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

• 13% of white families
• 1% of Black families 
• 3% of Hispanic families

Threshold: $1.22 million or more
Average in this group: $5.7 million

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


Bottom 50%

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2020

• 41% of white families
• 75% of Black families 
• 67% of Hispanic families
Threshold: Less than $122,000
Average in this group: $22,000

https://www.stlouisfed.org/open-vault/2020/december/has-wealth-inequality-changed-over-time-key-statistics


Key Takeaway

“The bottom half of families still have modest 
wealth holdings, which makes it extremely difficult 
for them to weather financial emergencies in tough 
times or to gain upward mobility in good times. 
These findings also underscore the importance of 
examining wealth by demographics.”

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Rates of 
Homeownership 

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


Owned
Vehicles

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scf/dataviz/scf/chart/


Retirement 
Accounts

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


Retirement 
Accounts

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


Assets

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Assets

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Key Takeaway

“Black and Hispanic families are less likely 
than white families to own various types of 
assets (e.g., homes, businesses, financial 
and retirement assets) and have lower-
valued assets when they do.”

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


“To be a poor man is hard, but to be 
a poor race in a land of dollars is the 
very bottom of hardships.”

- W. E. B. Du Bois



Impact of 
Education

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


The Washington Post

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/06/04/economic-divide-black-households/


Key Takeaway

“Though many may hope education is a ‘great 
equalizer,’ college does not eliminate or 
substantially reduce racial or ethnic wealth 
gaps.”

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Intergenerational Transfer of Wealth

The Federal Reserve

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/disparities-in-wealth-by-race-and-ethnicity-in-the-2019-survey-of-consumer-finances-20200928.htm


Key Takeaway

“Stark inequities evident in various facets of 
Black and Hispanic families’ wealth and white 
family wealth point to historical barriers that 
continue to hamper Black and Hispanic wealth 
accumulation.”

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021

https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2021/january/wealth-gaps-white-black-hispanic-families-2019


Root Causes



Historic 
Root 
Causes

• Slavery
• “Black codes”

and Jim Crow
• 40 acres & a 

mule
• Freedman’s Bank
• Sharecropping
• Tulsa Race

Massacre

• New Deal
• FHA or Federal

Housing
Administration
• GI Bill



History

Investopedia

https://www.investopedia.com/the-racial-wealth-gap-5105010


Video

Splinter and Now This

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BeoTwiao7oo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8zeecPN35g&t=183s


• There is always more than one explanation.
• Every wicked problem is a symptom of another 

problem.
• Every wicked problem is unique.

Racial Wealth Gap: A Wicked Problem

Adapted from Horst Rittel, from SSRI

https://ssir.org/books/excerpts/entry/wicked_problems_problems_worth_solving


Beyond 
Wealth

• Income disparity
• Discrimination in banking
• Rates of unbanked individuals
• Requirements for financial

education
• Level of financial literacy



Income 
Disparity

The Washington Post

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/06/04/economic-divide-black-households/


Discrimination

National Bureau of Economic Research

https://www.nber.org/digest/oct19/minority-borrowers-pay-more-even-under-algorithmic-lending


Discrimination

NBER, 2019

Minority borrowers pay, on average, 7.9 basis 
points more for first-purchase home mortgages.

The gap is larger when they use face-to-face 
lenders rather than algorithm-based lenders.

https://www.nber.org/digest/oct19/minority-borrowers-pay-more-even-under-algorithmic-lending


Rates of 
Unbanked

FDIC,

https://household-survey.fdic.gov/custom-chart?chartType=vbar


Required 
Financial 
Education

CNBC

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/04/06/teaching-financial-literacy-to-kids-can-shrink-the-black-wealth-gap.html


Level of 
Financial 
Literacy

CNBC

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/04/06/teaching-financial-literacy-to-kids-can-shrink-the-black-wealth-gap.html


Level of 
Financial 
Literacy

TIAA Institute-GFLEC

https://gflec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TIAA_GFLEC_Report_AAPFinIndex_Sept2020_02.pdf?x93521


Level of 
Financial 
Literacy

TIAA Institute-GFLEC

https://gflec.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TIAA_GFLEC_Report_AAPFinIndex_Sept2020_02.pdf?x93521


The (Potential) Role of 
Financial Education



• No definitive formulation. 
• It’s hard, maybe impossible, to measure or claim 

success because they bleed into one another.
• Solutions can be only good or bad, not true or 

false. 
• There is no template to follow, although history 

may provide a guide. 

Racial Wealth Gap: A Wicked Problem



Dueling 
Points of 
View



Dueling 
Points of 
View



Taking a personal finance class equalizes 
understanding for all students. They learn 
that owning a car usually decreases wealth, 
while investing in an IRA increases wealth. 
They explore real-world topics like 
establishing credit, investing in the stock 
market, filing taxes, and choosing different 
types of insurance. Historically, such 
lessons have been reserved for the 
wealthy, who are not commonly people of 
color.



There’s no single explanation for the racial 
wealth gap. Similarly, financial education is 
not the single solution. But without 
personal finance courses, American schools 
will continue to reinforce racial and 
socioeconomic inequities. It’s time for our 
country to take bold action towards 
preventing the racial wealth gap from 
expanding.



Dueling 
Points of 
View



The underlying assumption is that the 
Black wealth gap is a product of Black 
ignorance about how to handle money. 
While teaching high schoolers good 
financial habits is wonderful, it is absurd to 
maintain that doing so will close the racial 
wealth gap. Black people can save every 
discretionary cent for the next 250 years 
and it would still not close the racial 
wealth gap in this country.



Dueling 
Points of 
View



Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed are those of 
the presenter and do not necessarily reflect 
the offical policy or position of the Making 
Cents Project, the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education, or Penn State University.



Personal
Point of 
View

Financial education 
can’t hurt, and the right 
financial education may 
help individual students 
make more informed 
decisions.



It Is 
What
It Is

The wealth gap is 
what it is – a huge gap in 
wealth accumulation.

Teach students about the 
wealth gap and its causes.



Knowledge 
is Power

Discrimination exists. 

Teach students to omit 
race when applying for 
credit and to apply 
online, when possible. 



Knowledge 
is Power

Discrimination exists. 

Teach students to aim 
high. Save early and 
often. Invest. Consider 
home ownership. Strive 
for a transfer of wealth. 



You Can Do
Hard Things

Today’s educational
climate is tricky. 

Still try.



Your 
Students
Can Do
Hard Things

Modern society is 
tricky. 

Still try, even if–or 
perhaps especially 
when—the deck is 
stacked against you.



Make a
Difference

Be the change you 
wish to see in the 
world.



Educator Resources



NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

• Racial Discrimination and Financial Wealth
• Racial Discrimination in Housing
• Racial Discrimination in Education and

Employment
• Build Awareness and Action

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


NGPF
Mini-Unit

NGPF

https://www.ngpf.org/curriculum/racial-discrimination-in-finance/


Let Us Put Our 
Money Together: 
The Founding of 
America's First 
Black Banks

Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City

https://www.kansascityfed.org/about-us/let-us-put-our-money-together-founding-americas-first-black-banks/


Let Us Put 
Our Money 
Together

Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City

https://moneymuseum.mm.yourcultureconnect.com/e/let-us-put-our-money-together


“Black Wall 
Street” 
Massacre
Lesson



The Massacre 
of Tulsa's 
"Black Wall 
Street"

VOX

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x-ItsPBTFO0


“Black Wall 
Street” 
Massacre

The Atlantic

https://www.theatlantic.com/sponsored/hbo-2019/the-massacre-of-black-wall-street/3217/?fbclid=IwAR3TFdkPcMMxy7_2vkq2kTzGS8Mj-usg_tRzhRhPiTtpgKj1G7PCoQBejkE


“Black Wall 
Street” 
Massacre
Lesson



Prompts

1.It seems clear that the massacre of the Greenwood neighborhood 
was covered up and forgotten by most people, including African 
Americans. Even the Vox film describes Greenwood as an anomaly 
when there were other Black Wall Streets around the country, 
including Chicago’s Bronzeville neighborhood. Why do you think 
stories about Black success and white violence are so often covered 
up?

2.How do you suppose massacres like Greenwood and similar events 
around the country impacted Black American’s ability to build 
wealth? Support your claims with your own knowledge & details from 
the Forbes and Yahoo Finance articles.

3.It is true today that the majority of American families' biggest store 
of wealth is their home or real-estate. There are persistent gaps in 
wealth between white and non-white families. How do you suppose 
events like the Greenwood massacre contributed to these 
circumstances?

https://www.theroot.com/the-other-black-wall-streets-1823010812
https://www.forbes.com/sites/antoinegara/2020/06/18/the-bezos-of-black-wall-street-tulsa-race-riots-1921/?sh=78bed6f32176
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/why-black-wealth-has-stayed-relatively-flat-since-tulsa-massacre-150041181.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAG2GQa2sOw44b-PoN3vfIQDmo9sfR2yaURQqJGrHeYFXb-K8sN9JuCsRPLRtg6x-wXohtcHjm8k2GDSeD0EUZe5Ep7NubZJkb_VAX21a7L65FTm7dQWS4XpQmxNie4ieruPIuL56PEDfwPQ00rklk2vtqTAvf-SUnWO1iMv5o_dm
https://247wallst.com/economy/2018/10/04/how-much-of-americans-personal-wealth-is-tied-up-in-their-home/
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2020/april/housing-wealth-climbs-hispanics-blacks-racial-wealth-gaps-persist


Background 
Information



Learn More

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis and Aspen Institute

https://futureofwealth.org/


Learn More

McKinsey & Company

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/the-economic-impact-of-closing-the-racial-wealth-gap


Further 
Reading



The Color 
of Money

When the Emancipation Proclamation was signed in 1863, the 
black community owned less than 1 percent of the total wealth in 
America. More than 150 years later, that number has barely 
budged. The Color of Money seeks to explain the stubborn 
persistence of this racial wealth gap by focusing on the 
generators of wealth in the black community: black banks.

With the civil rights movement in full swing, President Nixon 
promoted “black capitalism,” a plan to support black banks and 
minority-owned businesses. But the catch-22 of black banking is 
that the very institutions needed to help communities escape the 
deep poverty caused by discrimination and segregation inevitably 
became victims of that same poverty. In this timely and eye-
opening account, Baradaran challenges the long-standing belief 
that black communities could ever really hope to accumulate 
wealth in a segregated economy.



Further 
Reading



How the 
Other 
Half 
Banks

The United States has two separate banking systems 
today―one serving the well-to-do and another 
exploiting everyone else. How the Other Half 
Banks contributes to the growing conversation on 
American inequality by highlighting one of its prime 
causes: unequal credit. Mehrsa Baradaran examines 
how a significant portion of the population, deserted 
by banks, is forced to wander through a Wild West of 
payday lenders and check-cashing services to cover 
emergency expenses and pay for necessities―all 
thanks to deregulation that began in the 1970s and 
continues decades later.



Further 
Reading



Further 
Watching

Segregated by Design

https://www.segregatedbydesign.com/


Further 
Reading

Brookings

https://www.brookings.edu/research/an-analysis-of-financial-institutions-in-black-majority-communities-black-borrowers-and-depositors-face-considerable-challenges-in-accessing-banking-services/


Further 
Watching

Apple TV+

https://tv.apple.com/us/movie/the-banker/umc.cmc.2f8qhsa039voq5x0iwn1eixj1


Further 
Watching

CNBC

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/19/lenders-deny-mortgages-for-blacks-at-a-rate-80percent-higher-than-whites.html


Mapping 
Inequality

University of Richmond

• Altoona
• Bethlehem
• Chester
• Erie
• Harrisburg
• Johnstown
• Lancaster
• New Castle
• Philadelphia
• Pittsburgh
• Wilkes-Barre
• York








