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Introduction 
Massachusetts’ unemployment rate fell to 4.6 percent in May 2015. This is the lowest it has been 
since December 2009 (See Graph 1 Massachusetts Annual Unemployment Trend) when 
unemployment peaked at 8.8 percent (BLS, 2015). Despite the decline and positive outlook for the 
state, there is still cause for concern given the widening gap in income and employment between 
young residents in Boston and some of its underserved neighborhoods. This pertains particularly to 
young people aged eighteen to thirty and live in areas like Dorchester, Mattapan, Roxbury and South 
Boston who represent the future economic backbone of the state. 
 
Promoting upward mobility and strengthening the future prosperity of Massachusetts’ economy will 
involve channeling new investments and utilizing talent from distressed neighborhoods to shore up 
the middle class and economy as a whole. 
 
Graph 1 

 
 
 
Demographic Distinctions of Opportunity and Inequality 
There are distinct dynamics of economic and income opportunity between the city of Boston and a 
few of its underserved neighborhoods. Looking at the income and unemployment rates between 
Boston and the communities of Dorchester, Mattapan, Roxbury and South Boston, there are 
widening gaps in economic health. According to the U.S Census American Community Survey’s five 
year estimates, the median household income for Boston is $53,601 compared to $27,180 in Roxbury 
and $27,984 in Mattapan. In Dorchester and South Boston, median household income is $27,093 and 
$33,825 respectively (See Graph 2 Share of Median Household Income Trends). The median 
household income in Boston is 16 percent higher than Dorchester, Mattapan and Roxbury. The 
disparity suggests that the quality of life and standard of living in underserved neighborhoods is 
significantly lower than that of the city as a whole. Moreover, Boston’s economy is projected to have 
an average of 67,613 annual job openings in 2015 and 2016 (Lima, 2013). On the other hand, 
disadvantaged neighborhoods face a grim outlook with at least 23 percent of the residents living in 
concentrated pockets of poverty with few local opportunities for employment (Kneebone, 2014). 
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Graph 2 

 
Source: U.S Census American Community Survey 2009-2013 5 year estimates 
 
Likewise, the number of young people aged 18 to 29 years old differs across Boston and its 
neighborhoods. For example, in Boston 30.8 percent of the population is aged between 18 and 29 
(See Graph 3, Percent of Population aged 18 to 29 years in targeted neighborhoods). One reason 
Boston exhibits a markedly higher share of the young population is that it represents the epicenter of 
employment in infrastructure development, financial services, healthcare, educational and job 
services. More than 48 percent of jobs in Boston are clustered in four industries: Health and Social 
Assistance, Public Administration, Accommodation and Food Services, and Professional, Scientific 
and Technical Services (Lima, 2013). Those sectors have little presence in the underserved 
neighborhoods. 
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Another distinguishing factor between Boston and some of its surrounding neighborhoods is the 
level and concentration of unemployment. The unemployment rate in Boston among blacks is 18.2 
percent compared to 7.1 percent for whites. The same is true in distressed communities where ethnic 
minorities have the highest unemployment rate. For example, blacks in Roxbury, Mattapan, South 
Boston and Dorchester have unemployment rates of 17.6, 18.5, 21.8 and 23.7 percent respectively 
(ACS, 2009-2013). Although the state unemployment rate has been on a steady decline since 
December 2014 (See Graph 4 Massachusetts Unemployment Rate Monthly Trend), the 
unemployment rate of young adults in underserved neighborhoods has remained high. The 
unemployment rate of individuals aged 20 to 24 years old in Dorchester is 29 percent and 23.1 
percent for people between the ages of 25 to 44 years old. Mattapan, Roxbury and South Boston 
mirror similar high rates of unemployment (See Graphs 5-9 Unemployment Rates by Age in 
Roxbury, Mattapan, Dorchester, South Boston and Boston). Conversely, in Boston individuals aged 
20 to 24 and 25 to 44 years old have an unemployment rate of 13.4 and 8.7 percent respectively 
(ACS, 2009-2013). The staggering unemployment rates among young people and adults illustrate 
that the future economic security of the City and state is at risk. The disproportionate numbers mean 
that individuals in low income communities face difficulties making ends meet for their families 
because they are not gainfully employed. This unhealthy economic condition tends to be 
intergenerational. 
 
Graph 4 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Source: U.S Census American Community Survey 2009-2013 5 year estimates 
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Graph 7 
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Source: U.S Census American Community Survey 2009-2013 5 year estimates 
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Graph 9 
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Source: U.S Census American Community Survey 2009-2013 5 year estimates 
 
Racial Wealth Gaps 
The problem of high unemployment is further compounded by the rising wealth and income gaps in 
Boston (See Figure 10 Value of Racial Wealth Assets). According to the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Boston’s Color of Wealth Study, there are vast differences in wealth across racial groups in the city of 
Boston (Munoz et al, 2014). The study compiled data from the National Asset Scorecard for 
Communities of Colors (NASCC) survey. The study highlighted that whites and minorities like Puerto 
Ricans, U.S Blacks, Caribbean black immigrants and Hispanics have major differences in the amount of 
liquid assets that cushion them from emergencies and unexpected income shortfalls (Munoz et al, 2014). 
Liquid assets include cash and securities held in savings, stocks, mutual funds or retirement accounts 
(CFED 2013). For example, 56 percent of white households have a retirement account in comparison to 
one-fifth of U.S and Caribbean Blacks. In the same way, only 8 percent and 16 percent of Dominicans 
and Puerto Ricans respectively have a retirement account (Munoz et al, 2014). 
 
In the case of homeownership, a wealth-building vehicle, there are similar acute differences. 79 percent 
of whites are homeowners compared to one third of U.S Blacks and half of Caribbean blacks. Only one 
fifth of Dominicans and Puerto Ricans own a home. Similarly, white households in the city have a 
median wealth of $247,500 in comparison to a median wealth bordering zero for U.S blacks and 
Dominicans (Munoz et al, 2014). The lack of wealth-building vehicles like homeownership, coupled 
with strikingly different levels in assets among minorities, means they are likely to experience higher 
debt burdens, which impact their economic resiliency in periods of economic hardship (Munoz et al, 
2014). When taken together, the negative levels of unemployment in underserved communities and the 
widening impact of asset poverty and wealth inequality stifle the inclusive economic well-being and 
future of the state. 
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An Avenue to Secure Economic Mobility 
One industry that can be leveraged to influence employment opportunities for residents in Boston’s low-
income neighborhoods is the construction industry. According to JLL (formerly known as Jones Lang 
Lasalle)’s 2015 construction report, the construction industry in Boston is growing substantially. The 
report states that the average hourly wage for unskilled labor in Boston’s construction industry is $68.35 
compared to $51.67 nationally (See Graph 11 Average Construction Wages Boston and Nationally). 
Similarly, the trend of growth in construction costs projected through 2020 is much higher than other 
states. By 2020, Boston’s construction cost index will be 14,100 compared to the national index of 
10,150. The cost index measures the growth of non-residential development in different U.S 
geographies. The rising projections in Boston suggest a steady level of growth in construction activity 
across its urban areas (JLL, 2015). 
 
Graph 11 
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Furthermore, the Associated General Contractors of America (AGC) reported that investing in the 
construction industry makes economic sense for Massachusetts. For example, a $1 billion dollar 
investment would generate $3.4 billion dollars in Gross Domestic Product which would add $1.1 billion 
to individual earnings and create 28,500 jobs (AGC, 2014). The investment in construction is worthwhile 
considering that non-residential construction spending totaled $7.2 billion in 2013.  
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In May 2014 non-residential and residential construction in the state employed six million workers. This 
was an increase of 193,000 workers compared to May of 2013 (AGC, 2014). In addition, there are 
10,654 low to middle skills openings in the construction and extraction occupations annually with an 
average wage of $54,811 (Lima, 2013).   
 
Altogether, these figures illustrate the positive trend of growth in Massachusetts’ construction industry. 
Evidently, the industry offers higher wages which are important in sustaining individual households and 
families. The prospects of job security and gainful employment can further curtail unemployment and 
underemployment across distressed communities and throughout the state. However, positive prospective 
city and state investment and planning is paramount to that achievement. The future extrapolations point 
to a strong market that is poised to foster both economic vitality for the state and increased growth for 
the entire local economy. 
 
 
Catalyzing Diversity and Inclusion 
To ameliorate the stymieing conditions of unemployment and asset poverty, new policies must be 
adopted. One approach to reduce unemployment and asset poverty is for the City of Boston and the state 
to reenergize and expand its workforce development programs. In particular, the construction pre-
apprenticeship programs, Building Pathways and YouthBuild Boston, can be structured to incentivize 
participation from young populations throughout low-income neighborhoods. Other known modals have 
also been successful. Career Compliance & Placement (CCP), a Hartford, CT based organization, 
successfully plans, designs and implements workforce development programs throughout Connecticut 
and New York. Their approach could be replicated locally. Apprenticeships and workforce development 
programs can be complemented by encouraging individuals to obtain union membership. This will allow 
trained residents from distressed communities to obtain competitive wages. Consequently, individuals 
and households who are mired in intergenerational poverty will be able to break through generational 
barriers of economic inequity and unemployment.  
 
The recent $3 million grant from the Obama Administration to expand apprenticeship opportunities in 
construction and hospitality through Mayor Walsh’s Office of Workforce Development is a step in the 
right direction and will help to create opportunities for underserved communities.  This was echoed in 
remarks by Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth Warren, “Investments in education and training like the 
Greater Boston American Apprenticeship Initiative are a key part of how we grow our economy and help 
our families build a future… Mayor Walsh and the City of Boston are leading the way in making sure 
hardworking people, especially women and people of color, can get the skills they need to get well-paid 
jobs with good benefits.” 
 
Promoting diversity and inclusion in the trades does not only reduce economic disparities, but it also 
affords the city and state a larger, inclusive population of those trained, retrained and skilled to fuel the 
workforce necessary to meet the construction demand.  This population will evolve, and have high 
probability of offering unique talents, perspectives of thinking and innovation as new potential market 
opportunities are engineered (Qian, 2013). Therefore, harnessing workforce development and training 
programs in conjunction with the growing construction industry will have a positive impact in increasing 
the number of skilled workers.  
 
Indeed, diversity and inclusion of workers in underserved communities will spearhead collective 
economic growth, increase the middle class, and generate economic prosperity and further success for 
the city of Boston and Massachusetts. 



10 
	  

References 
ACS (2009-2013). American Community Survey. United States Census Bureau.  
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/ 
 
AGC (2014). “The Economic Impact of Construction in the United States and Massachusetts.” 
Associated General Contractors of America.  
https://www.agcmn.org/resource/.../Minnesota_Fact_Sheet_11-14.pdf 
 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015). Economy at a Glance, Massachusetts. United States Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics  http://www.bls.gov/eag/eag.ma.htm 
 
CFED (2013). Liquid Asset Poverty Rate. Assets and Opportunity Scorecard. Corporation for 
Enterprise Development  http://scorecard.assetsandopportunity.org/2013/measure/liquid-asset-
poverty-rate 
 
JLL (February 25, 2015). Growth in the Construction Industry is Building. Jones Lang LaSalle 
Boston. 
http://www.jllblog.com/boston/growth-in-the-construction-industry-is-building/ 
 
Kneeland Elizabeth (2014). “The Growth and Spread of Concentrated Poverty, 2000-2008, 2012.” 
Brookings Institute.  http://www.brookings.edu/research/interactives/2014/concentrated-
poverty#/M10420 
 
Lima, Alvaro (2013). Low to Middle Skills Jobs in Boston Openings and Skills Needed 2012- 2016.  
Boston Redevelopment Authority Research Division.  
http://www.bostonredevelopmentauthority.org/getattachment/d1906554-6f8e-4a85-8c7b-   
6f52d6ea2cb7/ 
 
Munoz Ana Patricia, Kim Marlene, Chang Mariko, Jackson Regine, Hamilton Darrick and Darity Jr. 
William (2014). “The Color of Wealth in Boston. A Joint Publication with Duke University and the 
New School.” Federal Reserve Bank of Boston.  http://www.bostonfed.org/commdev/color-of-wealth/ 
 
Qian Haifeng (2013). Diversity versus Tolerance: The Social Drivers of Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship in U.S Cities. Urban Studies 50(13) pp. 2718-2735.  
http://usj.sagepub.com/content/50/13/2718.full.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Milton J. Benjamin is President of KAGE Growth Strategies, a diversity and inclusion solutions firm. 
 
Ricky Ochilo is a graduate of the Florence Heller School at Brandeis University.


