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The State of Black Workers in Pittsburgh 

The Pittsburgh Black Worker Center is Part of the National 
Black Worker Center Project 

To fully understand the nature of the black job crises in the 21st 
century, one must examine how the political and economic 
systems in the United States intertwine to form a political 
economy that produces Black poverty and racial disparities.  
Specific political economy has always been at the root of the 
crises facing the black community.  The African slave trade and 
the use of slave labor gave birth to the United States.  After the 
end of the Civil War, a new political economy arose in the South 
based on racial violence and subjugation and sharecropping.  
During the first half of the 20th Century, Blacks faced new 
forms of discrimination as we migrated to the urban industrial 
North. 

Today is different from these previous periods.  Yes, racial 
discrimination still exists, but the way through which structural 
racism operates is different and therefore our strategies and 
tactics must change.  In the three decades immediately 
following World War II as the US economy prospered, it was 
possible to envision a qualitative improvement in Black life if 
the barriers to accessing mainstream America were eliminated.  
Consequently, efforts were focused on eliminating legal 
segregation and attacking the web of institutional racism that 
blocked Black progress.  However, the political economy has 
changed during these past 50 years —the Age of inequality.  The 
US economy no longer works for most workers regardless of 
race.  Racial disparities still exist, but a radical improvement in 
the quality of Black life cannot be achieved by simply gaining 
better access to the labor market for individual Black workers. 

Carl
Sticky Note
Accepted set by Carl

Carl
Sticky Note
Completed set by Carl

Carl
Sticky Note
Completed set by Carl

Carl
Sticky Note
Completed set by Carl

Carl
Sticky Note
Completed set by Carl
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Geographic Reference
The three primary geographies referred to in this report are the city of Pittsburgh, Allegheny
County (which includes the city of Pittsburgh and 129 other smaller municipalities), and the
Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), which is comprised of seven counties, including
Allegheny County.
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Pittsburgh’s Black Population
As a major destination in the Great Migration of the early twentieth century, the city of Pittsburgh
saw a dramatic increase in its black population for decades through the 1950’s. However,
beginning in the late 60’s and early 70’s, economic shifts and physical displacement — including,
notable, the destruction of the Lower Hill District and other predominantly Black neighborhoods
through Urban Renewal — led to a demographic shift that continues to this day, with Black
residents leaving the city and, often, moving to other communities in the Allegheny County.

The largest decreases in Black 
population were from Pittsburgh 
(-10660) and Wilkinsburg (-2192)

The largest increases in Black 
Population were in Penn Hills (2122) 

and Monroeville (1069)
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An Inequitable City in an Inequitable Region

The city has long been synonymous with economic opportunity for residents of all races.
Economic prospects fueled the Great Migration (along with the oppression of life under Jim Crow
in the south), as they did with European and other migration, especially in the industrial Northeast
and Midwest. Pittsburgh history is intertwined with that narrative. But today, the data tell a
different story. The city still corresponds to economic opportunity for many residents, but that
story is more complicated for Black residents and Black workers.

Poverty
Urban areas throughout the US tend to have higher levels of inequality than rural area, with greater
concentrations of both wealth and poverty in cities. This same pattern holds in the Pittsburgh
area, in general, with poverty concentrated more in the city than its surroundings, perhaps
somewhat inflated by concentration of college students. While Black residents are more likely to
face poverty than white residents, the disparity between the Black and white poverty rates is
actually lower in the city than in its surrounding areas. Black residents living in the MSA region
outside of Allegheny County (of whom there were estimated to be 29,500 in 2019) are less
numerous than those living in the city (68,100) or elsewhere in the county (84,900), but they face
the highest poverty rate of any large racial group in the area.
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Educational Outcomes
The flipside of the coin of urban opportunity, generally speaking, is that cities tend to be home to
more educated workers and higher-income employment opportunities. But educational
attainment data for the area suggests that Black residents of the city face barriers to educational
opportunities and large disparities in outcomes. Comparing Black residents to other racial and
ethnic groups with large populations in the area, two takeaways emerge: the percent of Black
adults with college degrees is relatively low, and unlike all other racial/ethnic groups, the rate of
attainment is lower in the city than the surrounding areas in the Pittsburgh region.

Source: 2019, five-year ACS Estimates
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Educational disparities and economic disparities reinforce each other, and with a strong
correlation between education and earnings (locally as well as throughout the US), lower
educational attainment rates continue to hinder economic opportunities, just as they are also the
product of economic disparities and racial segregation.

Earnings by Education in Allegheny County, 2019
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Segregation and Inequality
There is a strong correlation between race and income in the geographic distribution of Allegheny
County’s population. While not all (or indeed even most) of the low-income areas in the county are
home to large populations of Black residents, two interrelated facts make clear that segregation
continues to stifle opportunity in the area: nearly every high-income municipality in the county has
a mostly-white residential population, and all the majority-Black municipalities are among the
lowest in household income.
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Employment and Workforce Characteristics
Unsurprisingly, the underlying economic and educational disparities also correspond to disparities
in economic outcomes for Black workers in Pittsburgh area. One might optimistically be inclined
to assume that these disparities are improving in the long-term, but again the data bear out a
more complicated story.

Growing Wage Disparity

Black Workers in the Pittsburgh region have long faced wage disparities compared to their white
peers and peers of other racial groups. However, troublingly, during a period when overall
economic disparities decreased modestly, the racial wage gap in the area has increased.
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Unemployment
Black workers in Pittsburgh and throughout Pennsylvania have faced a disproportionate share of
economic hardship during the Covid-19 Crisis. One timely measure of that impact comes from
Unemployment Compensation benefits; data from the PA DLI informs us that more Black workers
have faced higher rates of unemployment

Allegheny County Annual Average Unemployment Rate by Race: 2010–2019
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Employment by Occupation
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Employment by Industry

11



Pittsburgh Black Worker Center State of Black Workers Report

Wage by Industry and Race

Allegheny County Wage Disparities by Industry: 2019
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Employment by Specific Industry Groups

In the following section, we will explore data for specific industry groups that discuss employment
and wage by race.

Of the 102 industry groups in Allegheny County that employ at least 100 black workers for which
wage data is available, there are only three in which Black workers make, on average, more than
White workers as of 2021. (Those are Junior Colleges, Civic and Social Organizations, and
Bakeries.) In every other specific industry group, white wages on average exceed Black wages.
This is a staggeringly pervasive level of disparity. And Black workers face wage disparities across
Pennsylvania and across the country, those disparities are particularly pronounced in Allegheny
County. (Comparing the same 102 industries statewide, for example, Black workers face wage
disparities in four fewer cases.)

The worst culprits in terms of both employment disparity and wage disparity include the following
industry groups. In each case, Black workers make up fewer than 5% of the workforce in that
industry, and on average face a wage disparity of over $10,000 in average annual wage compared
to their white coworkers. (This analysis excludes industries with fewer than 100 Black workers.)
Most are Finance, Construction, or Professional Services industries.

Employers with high employment and wage disparities for Black workers in Allegheny County:

● Other Financial Investment Activities
● Wholesale Electronic Markets and Agents and Brokers
● Building Equipment Contractors
● Computer Systems Design and Related Services
● Scientific Research and Development Services
● Legal Services
● Residential Building Construction
● Nonresidential Building Construction
● Accounting, Tax Preparation, Bookkeeping, and Payroll Services
● Architectural, Engineering, and Related Services
● Foundation, Structure, and Building Exterior Contractors
● Offices of Dentists
● Building Finishing Contractors
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Employers with the Most Black Workers
The following industry groups have the most total Black workers in Allegheny County (and
unsurprisingly, in most cases, among the most workers overall in the county). In each case Black
workers face a wage disparity, and in several cases that disparity is extreme.

NAICS Sector Industry Group Name

Percent
of Jobs
held by
Black

Workers

Number
of Jobs
Held by
Black

Workers

Average
Wage for

Black
Workers

Wage
Disparity
between

Black
and

White
Workers

6241
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Individual and Family
Services 32.85% 5,734 $30,720 -$3,672

7225
Accommodation and
Food Services

Restaurants and Other
Eating Places 12.86% 4,621 $16,344 -$2,580

6221
Health Care and
Social Assistance

General Medical and
Surgical Hospitals 10.33% 4,366 $40,920 -$18,000

5613
Admin., Support,
Waste Mgmt. Employment Services 21.57% 2,642 $33,240 -$23,136

5511 Management
Management of Companies
and Enterprises 8.06% 2,535 $58,956 -$85,452

6111 Educational Services
Elementary and Secondary
Schools 8.20% 2,204 $55,980 -$4,944

9211 Public Administration

Executive, Legislative, and
Other General Government
Support 13.76% 2,064 $54,996 -$8,208

5221
Finance and
Insurance

Depository Credit
Intermediation 8.69% 1,915 $58,980 -$51,240

5616
Admin., Support,
Waste Mgmt.

Investigation and Security
Services 27.34% 1,878 $27,948 -$13,440

6231
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Nursing Care Facilities
(Skilled Nursing Facilities) 23.86% 1,862 $35,712 -$7,476
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Employers with the Highest Percentage of Black Workers
The following table captures industry groups with the highest concentration of Black workers.
Again, in every case, those Black workers face a wage disparity compared with their white
coworkers. The majority of these are also low-wage industries, following below the informal
threshold of $40,000 in average annual wage. This analysis excludes those industry groups with
fewer than 100 Black workers.

NAICS Sector Industry Group Name

Percent
of Jobs
held by
Black

Workers

Number
of Jobs
Held by
Black

Workers

Average
Wage for

Black
Workers

Wage
Disparity
between

Black
and

White
Workers

6239
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Other Residential Care
Facilities 40.83% 314 $36,324 -$11,136

9251 Public Administration

Administration of Housing
Programs, Urban Planning,
and Community
Development 35.96% 201 $59,484 -$2,388

6241
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Individual and Family
Services 32.85% 5,734 $30,720 -$3,672

6232
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Residential Intellectual and
Developmental Disability,
Mental Health, and
Substance Abuse Facilities 32.35% 1,686 $34,248 -$4,440

4859
Transportation and
Warehousing

Other Transit and Ground
Passenger Transportation 28.57% 112 $29,688 -$6,972

4851
Transportation and
Warehousing Urban Transit Systems 28.43% 584 $73,956 -$10,608

3113 Manufacturing
Sugar and Confectionery
Product Manufacturing 28.43% 139 $28,176 -$17,352

5616
Admin., Support,
Waste Mgmt.

Investigation and Security
Services 27.34% 1,878 $27,948 -$13,440

6242
Health Care and
Social Assistance

Community Food and
Housing, and Emergency
and Other Relief Services 25.75% 222 $36,984 -$7,272

5612
Admin., Support,
Waste Mgmt. Facilities Support Services 25.30% 171 $24,696 -$15,192
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The future will be more diverse, but will it be more equitable?
Since the great recession, Allegheny County’s workforce has grown far more diverse. Residents of
other racial groups and of multiple racial groups have increased dramatically in number. In part,
this may be a reflection of better data collection and racial awareness — allowing people to
describe multiple racial identities with more nuance — but this is also a real and significant
demographic trend, driven by both migration and natural population change. And trends are clear,
the future of Allegheny County’s economy, much like that of the US at large, will grow increasingly
dependent on workers who are not part of what has historically been its dominant racial group,
the white population.
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