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Job or Health? Restarting the Economy Threatens to
Worsen Economic Inequality

By Jim Tankersley

17-22 minutes

The coronavirus recession has exacerbated the racial and income divides in America. Lifting restrictions
too soon will make them worse and leave workers with a bleak choice.
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WASHINGTON — Efforts to quickly restart economic activity risk further dividing Americans into two
major groups along socioeconomic lines: one that has the power to control its exposure to the
coronavirus outbreak and another that is forced to choose between potential sickness or financial
devastation.

It is a pick-your-poison fact of the crisis: The pandemic recession has knocked millions of the most
economically vulnerable Americans out of work. Rushing to reopen their employers could offer them a
financial lifeline, but at a potentially steep cost to their health.

State and federal officials have nowhere near the testing capacity that experts say is needed to track
and limit the spread of the virus, and there is no vaccine yet. But states are already reopening, urged on
by President Trump, who is eager to restart the United States economy.

That push is likely to exacerbate longstanding inequalities, with workers who are college educated,
relatively affluent and primarily white able to continue working from home and minimizing outdoor
excursions to reduce the risk of contracting the virus.

Those who are lower paid, less educated and employed in jobs where teleworking is not an option
would face a bleak choice if states lift restrictive orders and employers order them back to work: expose
themselves to the pandemic or lose their jobs.

That disempowered group is heavily black and Latino, though it includes lower-income white workers as
well.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/27/business/economy/coronavirus-economic-inequality.html
https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/coronavirus
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/17/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-governors.html
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“It’s sad and scary,” said Tina Watson of Holly Hill, S.C., who has seen her hours cut in half at the
Wendy’s where she works. Though her income has dropped from that cutback, she is worried about
having to interact with customers when the state relaxes limits that have forced the restaurant to operate
as drive-through only in recent weeks. “I’m feeling like my life is at risk if they open up our dining,” Ms.
Watson said.

A growing share of workers is increasingly stuck with that choice.

The governors of Georgia and South Carolina have begun allowing some businesses to reopen, even
though both states continue to see new infections and what the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention call “widespread” community spread of the virus.

On Friday, Gov. Brian Kemp of Georgia allowed gyms, nail and hair salons, and bowling alleys to begin
operating, with restaurants and movie theaters allowed to open on Monday. Colorado, Minnesota,
Mississippi and Ohio are also allowing some businesses to start operating again.

Not all businesses will decide to reopen even if they are allowed to; many will choose to stay closed,
fearing too few customers to make it worth the cost. That was the situation in parts of Georgia on Friday,
as many establishments kept their doors shut. But furloughed workers whose employers recall them to
their jobs would in most circumstances lose their unemployment benefits, even if their pay might not
return to the levels they were earning before the crisis.

That is particularly difficult for manicurists or wait staff who rely on tips from customers who might not
show up. They would also lose out on both regular unemployment benefits and an additional $600 a
week from the federal government.

Rashad Robinson, the president of the racial justice advocacy group Color of Change, said Georgia’s
governor “has targeted a whole set of businesses where black people both work and patronize.” For
those workers and customers, he said, “it is an absolute death sentence.”

“The inequality we’re seeing isn’t unfortunate like a car accident,” Mr. Robinson said. “It’s unjust. It’s
being manufactured through a whole set of choices.”

Even though they face higher risks from reopening, a small but meaningful share of financially hurt
workers is clamoring to return to work. One in 11 Americans, according to national polling data by the
digital research firm Civis Analytics, has lost a job, hours or income — or knows a family member who
has — during the pandemic but opposes mandatory lockdowns.

Americans who earn $50,000 a year or less are more than twice as likely to say they or a family member
have lost jobs amid the crisis as those who earn more than $150,000, the polling found. Higher earners
and whites are far more likely to say they can work from home during the pandemic than lower earners
and black and Latino Americans, according to an April poll for The New York Times by the online
research firm SurveyMonkey.

The University of Chicago economists Simon Mongey and Alex Weinberg released a study last month
on the Americans who work in jobs that require people to be in close physical proximity (like nail salon
workers) or allow little chance to work from home (like fast-food or maintenance workers). They found
those workers were disproportionately nonwhite, low income, born outside the United States and not
college graduates.

“If it’s a fast reopening,” Mr. Mongey said, “they’re going to be in closer proximity and face higher health
consequences.”

Sign up to receive an email when we publish a new story about the coronavirus outbreak.

Black and Latino Americans have less ability to withstand a prolonged job loss than whites, because
they entered the crisis with lower incomes and less wealth. The median black household had just under
$18,000 in wealth in 2016, Federal Reserve statistics show, while the median Hispanic household had
just under $21,000. The median white household had nearly 10 times more: $171,000.

In 2018, the typical Hispanic household earned three-quarters of what a typical white household earned,
according to census data. The typical black household earned three-fifths of what the typical white
household earned, and their household income had yet to return to pre-financial-crisis highs.

The virus has only exacerbated that inequality, with minorities suffering both higher death rates and
more financial harm.

In New York City and across the country, black and Latino Americans are dying at higher rates from the
virus than whites. Economic polling data shows they are also losing their jobs and income to an outsize
degree. In Minnesota, the share of black workers filing for unemployment over the last month is nearly
50 percent higher than the share of white workers.

The Civis Analytics polling over the last several weeks found that black and Latino Americans were far
more likely than whites to report that they had lost a job or income from the virus, or that it had caused
them to miss a rent or mortgage payment or face eviction.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/21/us/coronavirus-georgia-south-carolina.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/18/business/economy/coronavirus-economy-survey.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/nyregion/coronavirus-race-deaths.html
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Calculations by the Center for Economic and Policy Research found that black and Latino Americans
were overrepresented in many “essential” jobs of the pandemic, like grocery store clerks and delivery
drivers. In New York City, three-quarters of front-line workers in the pandemic were Americans of color.
Nationwide, about one in five black workers were in the health care industry last year, compared with
about one in eight white workers, Bureau of Labor Statistics data shows.

The risks and damage from the virus are “disproportionately landing on the black and brown workers
that are disproportionately in minimum-wage services jobs,” said Mary Kay Henry, the president of the
Service Employees International Union.

Researchers from the JPMorgan Chase Institute warned this month in a report that the coronavirus
recession would hit black and Hispanic families harder in terms of lost income, forcing them to cut back
their spending to a greater degree than whites, because black and Hispanic families have fewer savings
to fall back on.

“There could be immense and devastating income effects that could be involved with this evolving
depression,” said William A. Darity Jr., an economist at the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke
University, who is a leading scholar of economic discrimination in the United States. Inequality, he said,
“has been horrendous in recent years, and I can only imagine those disparities would get worse.”

Avik Roy, a former adviser to the Republican presidential campaigns of Rick Perry and Marco Rubio, is
now the president of a center-right think tank called the Foundation for Research on Equal Opportunity,
which this month released a plan to quickly restart much of the economy. It includes reopening schools
while carrying out an aggressive system of tracing the contacts of Americans who are infected with the
virus and quarantining vulnerable groups and people potentially exposed to the virus.

Mr. Roy said in an interview that the plan was motivated in part by research suggesting that prolonged
school closures disproportionately hurt nonwhite and low-income children, who are less likely to have
access to educational materials at home that allow them to keep up with more affluent peers.

“The last thing we need at a time of rising inequality is to widen that inequality for our children,” Mr. Roy
said. “Upper-income parents are the ones most able to improve educational opportunities for their
children. Lower-income parents are not.”

But many economists warn that hasty moves to restart the economy will simply increase the risks for
vulnerable workers without generating significant growth. There is widespread concern that consumers

https://cepr.net/a-basic-demographic-profile-of-workers-in-frontline-industries/
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/new-york-citys-frontline-workers/
https://institute.jpmorganchase.com/institute/research/household-income-spending/how-covid-19-could-widen-racial-gaps-in-financial-outcomes
https://freopp.org/a-new-strategy-for-bringing-people-back-to-work-during-covid-19-a912247f1ab5
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will not travel and spend as freely as they had before the pandemic until therapeutic treatments or a
vaccine are developed or testing has ramped up to a degree that gives people confidence that they can
resume normal activities without risking infection and death.

“If restrictions on social distancing are lifted without adequate supports — testing, tracking and
protective gear — in place, many people will choose to stay home if their circumstances will allow them
to,” said Heather Boushey, the president of the Washington Center for Equitable Growth, a liberal think
tank focused on inequality. “In other words, we will see small-business, low-wage and hourly workers
who are most desperate to get back to work as the first to go back, putting themselves and their families
in danger.”

Workers who have no choice but to report for duty say they are already confronting those choices every
day. Ms. Watson, the Wendy’s worker, said she feared potentially bringing the virus home to her 11-
year-old son, Xzaibayan.

Kim Thomas, a home health aide in the Myrtle Beach, S.C., area, has begun delivering groceries for an
online service to make up for hours she lost because of the outbreak.

In the grocery stores where she shops, Ms. Thomas said in a phone interview, “not everyone is
practicing safe distancing. They’re not.”

She said she was concerned for her livelihood in an area that depended heavily on tourism to keep its
economy running. But she also feared for her health.

“I’m definitely worried about catching Covid-19,” Ms. Thomas said. “I worry about it every day.”

Ben Casselman contributed reporting.

Updated April 11, 2020

When will this end?

This is a difficult question, because a lot depends on how well the virus is contained. A
better question might be: “How will we know when to reopen the country?” In an American
Enterprise Institute report, Scott Gottlieb, Caitlin Rivers, Mark B. McClellan, Lauren Silvis
and Crystal Watson staked out four goal posts for recovery: Hospitals in the state must be
able to safely treat all patients requiring hospitalization, without resorting to crisis
standards of care; the state needs to be able to at least test everyone who has symptoms;
the state is able to conduct monitoring of confirmed cases and contacts; and there must
be a sustained reduction in cases for at least 14 days.

How can I help?

The Times Neediest Cases Fund has started a special campaign to help those who have
been affected, which accepts donations here. Charity Navigator, which evaluates charities
using a numbers-based system, has a running list of nonprofits working in communities
affected by the outbreak. You can give blood through the American Red Cross, and World
Central Kitchen has stepped in to distribute meals in major cities. More than 30,000
coronavirus-related GoFundMe fund-raisers have started in the past few weeks. (The
sheer number of fund-raisers means more of them are likely to fail to meet their goal,
though.)

What should I do if I feel sick?

If you’ve been exposed to the coronavirus or think you have, and have a fever or
symptoms like a cough or difficulty breathing, call a doctor. They should give you advice
on whether you should be tested, how to get tested, and how to seek medical treatment
without potentially infecting or exposing others.

Should I wear a mask?

The C.D.C. has recommended that all Americans wear cloth masks if they go out in
public. This is a shift in federal guidance reflecting new concerns that the coronavirus is
being spread by infected people who have no symptoms. Until now, the C.D.C., like the
W.H.O., has advised that ordinary people don’t need to wear masks unless they are sick
and coughing. Part of the reason was to preserve medical-grade masks for health care
workers who desperately need them at a time when they are in continuously short supply.
Masks don’t replace hand washing and social distancing.

How do I get tested?

If you’re sick and you think you’ve been exposed to the new coronavirus, the C.D.C.
recommends that you call your healthcare provider and explain your symptoms and fears.
They will decide if you need to be tested. Keep in mind that there’s a chance — because
of a lack of testing kits or because you’re asymptomatic, for instance — you won’t be able
to get tested.

How does coronavirus spread?

It seems to spread very easily from person to person, especially in homes, hospitals and
other confined spaces. The pathogen can be carried on tiny respiratory droplets that fall
as they are coughed or sneezed out. It may also be transmitted when we touch a
contaminated surface and then touch our face.

Is there a vaccine yet?

No. Clinical trials are underway in the United States, China and Europe. But American
officials and pharmaceutical executives have said that a vaccine remains at least 12 to 18
months away.

What makes this outbreak so different?

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/03/20/us/coronavirus-model-us-outbreak.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/National-Coronavirus-Response-a-Road-Map-to-Recovering-2.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/06/upshot/coronavirus-four-benchmarks-reopening.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://charity.gofundme.com/o/en/campaign/neediest-cases-fund-covid-relief
https://www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm?bay=content.view&cpid=7779
https://www.redcrossblood.org/donate-blood/dlp/coronavirus--covid-19--and-blood-donation.html
https://wck.org/
https://www.gofundme.com/c/act/covid19
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/style/gofundme-coronavirus.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/22/well/what-if-i-have-coronavirus.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/03/world/coronavirus-news-updates.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/31/health/coronavirus-asymptomatic-transmission.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/22/well/what-if-i-have-coronavirus.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/03/22/world/coronavirus-spread.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/19/us/politics/coronavirus-vaccine-competition.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&module=styln-coronavirus-markets&variant=show&region=BELOW_MAIN_CONTENT&context=storyline_faq
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Unlike the flu, there is no known treatment or vaccine, and little is known about this
particular virus so far. It seems to be more lethal than the flu, but the numbers are still
uncertain. And it hits the elderly and those with underlying conditions — not just those with
respiratory diseases — particularly hard.

What if somebody in my family gets sick?

If the family member doesn’t need hospitalization and can be cared for at home, you
should help him or her with basic needs and monitor the symptoms, while also keeping as
much distance as possible, according to guidelines issued by the C.D.C. If there’s space,
the sick family member should stay in a separate room and use a separate bathroom. If
masks are available, both the sick person and the caregiver should wear them when the
caregiver enters the room. Make sure not to share any dishes or other household items
and to regularly clean surfaces like counters, doorknobs, toilets and tables. Don’t forget to
wash your hands frequently.

Should I stock up on groceries?

Plan two weeks of meals if possible. But people should not hoard food or supplies.
Despite the empty shelves, the supply chain remains strong. And remember to wipe the
handle of the grocery cart with a disinfecting wipe and wash your hands as soon as you
get home.

Can I go to the park?

Yes, but make sure you keep six feet of distance between you and people who don’t live in
your home. Even if you just hang out in a park, rather than go for a jog or a walk, getting
some fresh air, and hopefully sunshine, is a good idea.

Should I pull my money from the markets?

That’s not a good idea. Even if you’re retired, having a balanced portfolio of stocks and
bonds so that your money keeps up with inflation, or even grows, makes sense. But
retirees may want to think about having enough cash set aside for a year’s worth of living
expenses and big payments needed over the next five years.

What should I do with my 401(k)?

Watching your balance go up and down can be scary. You may be wondering if you should
decrease your contributions — don’t! If your employer matches any part of your
contributions, make sure you’re at least saving as much as you can to get that “free
money.”
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