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About The New Orleans Prosperity Index: 
Tricentennial Edition

Following Hurricane Katrina and the levee failures, the Brookings Institution Metropolitan 

Policy Program and The Data Center co-published The New Orleans Index to track the 

recovery of the New Orleans metro. The Index’s independent, relevant, and timely assessment 

of Katrina recovery made it the go-to resource for national and local media, decisionmakers 

across all levels of government, and leaders in the private and nonprofit sectors. The New 

Orleans Index at Five (published for the occasion of the fifth anniversary of Katrina), and 

subsequent New Orleans Index reports, moved past disaster recovery to examine progress 

toward prosperity organized by economy, inclusion, quality of life, and sustainability. 

The New Orleans Index at Ten found that metro New Orleans’ economy was embarking on a 

new path, benefitting from infrastructure investments and an entrepreneurship boom.  But, 

metro New Orleans was performing worse than the nation and other fast-growing Southern 

metros on measures of inclusion, with significant and persistent racial and ethnic disparities 

across education, income, and employment rates.1 

As minority groups make up larger and larger shares of the workforce, economic success 

is dependent upon both the ability of all racial and ethnic groups to be performing at their 

utmost potential and an environment that provides fertile ground for realizing this potential. 

New Orleans itself has been “majority minority” for several decades, and the number 

of African Americans and Hispanics in St. Tammany, Jefferson, and St. Bernard parishes 

surrounding New Orleans is growing fast.2    

As New Orleans completes her 300th year, the tricentennial is an auspicious opportunity to 

reflect on the city’s history. Certainly, only in the last 50 years have black New Orleanians 

had the possibility of becoming part of the city’s economic mainstream. The New Orleans 

Prosperity Index asks the question: Have black New Orleanians experienced increased 

economic inclusion since the end of the Civil Rights era (roughly 1968)? In addition, because 

many systems work together to support economic growth, The Prosperity Index examines 

the most up-to-date data across education, housing, health, democracy, and criminal justice 

to assess which systems have produced good or poor outcomes for people of color in New 

Orleans since 1970 (or the earliest date for which disaggregated data is available). 

Data on Hispanic and Asian populations is included where available. On many of these 

metrics, the number of Asians in New Orleans during the timespan examined is too small to 

produce reliable statistics. In addition, readers should note that the Census Bureau’s 2016 

American Community Survey data on Hispanics is less reliable because of extremely high 

margins of error, likely due to poorer response rates to census surveys among Hispanics. We 

anticipate that census data on Hispanics may further degrade in the future as trepidation 

grows about federal uses of this data. 

Finally, this edition of The New Orleans Prosperity Index is accompanied by a collection of 

briefs contributed by more than a dozen leading local scholars. These briefs provide reviews 

of criminal justice, education, housing, business ownership, and health care. They assess the 

long reach of historical practices on contemporary policies and practices contributing to 

today’s racial disparities, and provide recommendations for furthering future progress.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Notes: Plaquemines, St. Charles, 

and St. John (the other three 

smaller metro parishes not shown 

above) have all experienced 

growing diversity as well.
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As New Orleans completes her 300th year, the tricentennial is an important moment to reflect on the city’s 

history and achievements. But in addition to celebrating their storied past, New Orleanians are eager to 

learn from it. Since 2005, when Katrina struck and the levees failed, New Orleanians have worked hard to 

rebuild their city better than before, preserving that which they treasure, while reforming and strengthening 

their institutions and increasing opportunities for prosperity. The tricentennial represents an auspicious 

occasion for both celebration and reflection. 

There is no doubt that New Orleans’ global reputation is now and has long been dominated by its distinctive 

culture, born of a diverse blending of peoples, and mother of America’s most popular music traditions 

as well as a unique culinary palate.3 But, New Orleans was not founded as an intentional experiment in 

diversity. New Orleans was established in 1718 to profit the Company of the West, a French corporation.4 

The common approach to profit-making during this era was through the exploitation of natural and human 

resources. Initially the Company recruited French and German immigrants, but also sent criminals to settle 

the new city.5 As early as 1719, the Company began importing African captives.6 The colonial census of 1721 

recorded 237 Europeans, 171 enslaved Africans, and 21 enslaved Native Americans in the new city of New 

Orleans.7 (See Reference Material: Native Americans in Prehistoric New Orleans). 

For its first 85 years, under French and Spanish rule, this colony was unusual in the rights it accorded to 

the enslaved. For example, Spanish law (more so than French law) gave slaves the right to purchase their 

freedom.8 Indeed, at the time of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, when New Orleans became part of the 

United States, its population was approximately one-third enslaved Africans and one-fifth free people 

of African descent or “free people of color.” By 1810, the city’s population doubled when white and black 

Haitians immigrated to New Orleans in large numbers.9 By 1850, New Orleans hosted by far the largest 

population of “free people of color” in the South.10 

Executive Summary
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Modern metrics of economic strength were not available early in New Orleans’ history, but population 

size serves as a reasonable proxy.11 By 1840, New Orleans was the third largest city in the United States.12  

However, in the decades preceding the Civil War, as a new American state, Louisiana increasingly restricted 

the rights of New Orleans’ free people of color, and, between 1840 and 1860, many left for more welcoming 

environments in the north and abroad,13 while the city’s ranking slipped to sixth.14 In the hundred years 

from 1860 to 1960, New Orleans’ population grew, but not as quickly as some other US cities—its relative 

ranking falling to 15th.15 This century after the Civil War was marked by the “Jim Crow” apartheid system 

propagated in the American South, which restricted rights of New Orleans’ previously free people of color 

even further, and against which black New Orleanians railed.16 Only in the last 50 years have black New 

Orleanians had the possibility of fully participating in the city’s economic mainstream.  

While economic inclusion was not the focus of the city’s first 250 years, economic inclusion is increasingly 

important for fostering growth in developed economies. New research suggests that U.S. cities and regions 

that offer greater equality of opportunity experience greater economic growth, by maximizing the potential 

of their human capital, and minimizing the fiscal costs of exclusion.17 With this mounting evidence in 

mind, this edition of The Prosperity Index examines the question: “Have African American New Orleanians 

experienced increased economic inclusion since the end of the Civil Rights era?” 

In addition, a growing economy depends on many systems to address barriers that hinder workers and firms. 

For example, schools help develop a skilled and educated workforce. Housing development can ensure 

that workers are not physically isolated from jobs. Healthcare and public health systems address a key 

determining factor in many adults’ ability to work. Therefore, The Prosperity Index also analyzes multiple 

indicators to assess which systems are producing good or poor outcomes for people of color in New Orleans.

To be sure, whites have experienced poverty and exclusion in New Orleans as well. But as recently as 2016, 

the poverty rate among black New Orleanians was 32 percent while the poverty rate among white New 

Orleanians was nine percent, revealing that race remains a clear dividing line for economic success. The 

small but growing Hispanic and Asian communities in New Orleans also experience poverty at higher rates 

than whites (although the higher Asian poverty rate does not register as statistically significant, likely due 

to small sample sizes).18 As people of color make up larger and larger shares of working-age populations, 

economic success becomes more and more dependent upon the ability of all racial and ethnic groups to be 

For more on equality of 

opportunity, read the 

Brookings Institution’s 

2017 paper entitled 

“Opportunity for Growth: 

How reducing barriers to 

economic inclusion can 

benefit workers, firms, and 

local economies.”

TOTAL POPULATION (1721-2010) 

NEW ORLEANS

Source: City rankings in 

1840, 1860, and 1960 are 

from the book “Bienville’s 

Dilemma” by Richard 

Campenella;  City ranking 

in 2010 is from the U.S. 

Census Bureau.
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performing at their utmost potential and participating fully in the economy. Moreover, large disparities across 

groups undermine social cohesion and therefore resiliency. Aiming to inform a future vision for New Orleans, 

The New Orleans Prosperity Index provides crucial information that assesses the city’s prosperity and 

resilience potential and reveals areas of strength and weakness across multiple systems. Our findings reveal:

Employment and Income

* Since 1979, across the U.S. white household income has grown only six percent and black income 

has grown five percent after adjusting for inflation. In metro New Orleans, white income has held 

steady since 1979—while black household incomes have actually fallen 7 percent.

* Among the metro’s families in 2016, lower income blacks are more likely to live in the city, while 

higher income whites are equally likely to live in the city and the suburbs. 

* Black households earned 63 percent less and Hispanic households earned 47 percent less than 

white households in New Orleans in 2016. Half of all black families in New Orleans earned less 

than $25,324.

* The share of New Orleans’ white households in the highest income quintile expanded from 24 

percent in 1979, such that by 2016, 29 percent of white households earned more than $114,632. In 

contrast, the share of black households in this tier has shrunk from 9 percent in 1979 to 6 percent 

in 2016. Instead, the share of black households in the lowest tier grew from 41 percent, such that 

by 2016, 47 percent of black households earned less than $23,237.

* Since 1980, employment rates have risen slightly for white men in New Orleans from 76 to 79 

percent in 2016, and have expanded for white women from 55 to 74 percent. Employment rates 

have risen for Hispanic women from 53 to 67 percent. For black women employment rates have 

grown from 48 percent to 59 percent. Only for black men have employment rates fallen from 63 

percent in 1980 down to 52 percent in 2016.

* In New Orleans, child poverty rates are little different than in 1979 for African American and white 

children. Nearly half of all African American children live in poverty while only 9 percent of white 

children are poor. 

* A living wage, which would allow a family of one adult and one child to subsist without 

government assistance in New Orleans, was $22.89 per hour or $47,611 in 2016 according to MIT. 

Roughly 4,500 Hispanic households, 17,500 white households, and 60,500 black households 

earned less than $45,000 in New Orleans in 2016.

* With more than 15,000 jobs, tourism is the largest traded or “export” cluster in New Orleans, but 

with average wages, including tips, of only $34,220 and a workforce that is 50 percent black and 

8 percent Hispanic, it is not providing family-sustaining wages to many families in New Orleans. 

Performing arts is similar in wages and workforce, albeit with only 2,330 jobs.

* The “hospitality” cluster (which includes fast food and full service restaurants), with nearly 29,000 

jobs in New Orleans, average wages of $22,069 including tips, and a workforce that is 51 percent 

white. Health services pays substantially higher wages averaging $49,748, and has over 19,000 

jobs filled by a workforce that is 47 percent black. 

* While African Americans account for a growing share of business owners in New Orleans—from 

21 percent in 1997 to 40 percent in 2012—their receipts have remained stagnant at roughly 

two percent over that time frame. The share of businesses owned by Hispanics and Asians has 

remained approximately four percent and five percent, respectively, and received roughly one 

percent of receipts each. 

To learn why social 

cohesion is important for 

resilience see “The New 

Orleans Index at Ten” at 

datacenterresearch.org.
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Housing

* While 54 percent of whites own their homes in New Orleans, only 41 percent of black New 

Orleanians are homeowners. 

* Nearly 60 percent of black New Orleanians rent, and more than half of all renters paid 

unaffordable costs (35 percent of pre-tax household income) for housing in 2016—as compared 

to 41 percent of renters nationwide who pay unaffordable rents. 

Democracy

* Voter participation in presidential elections has been higher than in mayoral elections in New 

Orleans with 68 percent of white voters and 62 percent of black voters casting their ballot in the 

2016 presidential election.

* Voter participation in mayoral elections has declined since 2002 such that in 2017 only 35 

percent of white voters and 33 percent of black voters cast their ballot for mayor. 

Health

* The percent of white New Orleanians age 18 to 64 without health insurance decreased from 21 

percent in 2009 to 10 percent in 2016. The shares of blacks without health insurance shrunk from 

37 percent to 14 percent and Hispanics from 54 percent to 33 percent over the same time period.

* Age adjusted mortality from cancer, heart disease, and stroke has fallen since 1999, yet blacks 

are still 56 percent more likely to die from cancer or heart disease and 49 percent more likely to 

die of stroke than whites. 

* In 2015, only 7.3 percent of white mothers in New Orleans had low birth weight babies, while 15 

percent of black mothers had low birth weight babies. 

* Greater educational attainment decreased the risk of having a low birth weight baby, but even 

African American mothers with a master’s degree or higher had a greater likelihood (11.9 

percent) of having a low birth weight baby than white mothers with a high school degree or less 

(8.7 percent).

Education

* As recently as 2013, fully 17 percent of African American students in New Orleans public schools 

were suspended. Black students were nearly seven times more likely to be suspended than white 

students. 

* Roughly a third of all high school students in New Orleans attend private schools and two-

thirds attend public schools. Looking across all public and private schools, African Americans 

graduating in 2017 averaged 17.6 on the ACT. Black students in private schools scored 19.5 on 

average, while black students in public schools scored 17.2, and Hispanics in public schools 

scored 18.4. White students in private schools scored 25.3 on average, while white students in 

public schools scored 25.2.

* The share of New Orleans adults with some college education has grown across groups since 

1980. But while more than 85 percent of white women and men have some college education, the 

same is true for only 55 percent of black women and 42 percent of black men as of 2016.

Criminal Justice

* As recently as 2016, individuals detained in the Orleans Justice Center (or Orleans Parish Prison) 

were nearly four times more likely to be black than white, even after accounting for New Orleans’ 

large black population. 
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Conclusion
Fifty years after the Civil Rights era, the dream of economic inclusion for African American New Orleanians 

has not been fully realized. To be sure, African Americans are much more likely to go on to college now 

than they were in 1980, but African Americans in New Orleans are still less likely to have attended college 

than African Americans nationally. As a “system,” New Orleans’ K-12 education pipeline (both public and 

private schools) is not preparing many African American students with the skills needed to succeed in 

college as evidenced by average ACT scores below 20. High incarceration rates may be hampering many 

black men’s employability, with only 52 percent of black men employed in 2016, down from 63 percent 

in 1980. But lack of family-sustaining wages may be a disincentive to employment as well, as port jobs 

have disappeared in recent decades and the tourism sector that grew in its place pays low wages.19 

African American New Orleanians have made strides in owning homes since 1970, but the majority remain 

renters—leaving them in less stable housing. And despite substantial improvements in health insurance 

coverage and health outcomes, black New Orleanians still experience poorer health—even those who 

are more educated than whites—implicating bias in health care delivery and the body’s chronic stress 

response to racism. The policy changes, interventions, and programs since the 1960s have not been enough 

to counteract discrimination—much of it unconscious—leading to poor outcomes across a number of 

systems for African Americans in New Orleans.

While many of these trends are not inconsistent with national trends, on nearly every indicator New 

Orleans fares worse than the nation. To be sure, New Orleans is not even performing as well as other 

Southern cities. A forthcoming report from Sage Policy Group calculates that if New Orleans African 

American households earned income on par with Atlanta’s African American population, incomes would 

be nearly nine percent higher and GDP would increase $1.13 billion. If incomes locally equaled Charlotte’s 

African American population, they would be 23 percent higher and GDP would increase $3.05 billion.20 

Still, New Orleans is in a unique position. Katrina caused a break in the status quo that led to massive citizen 

engagement, institutional reforms, and data-driven overhauls of policy and planning. There is no doubt 

New Orleans has increased its civic capacity for problem-solving and innovation since 2005.21 With these 

new capabilities, New Orleans is better positioned to address the critical unfinished business of economic 

inclusion going forward. 

New Orleans enters its fourth century in an era of rapid change. Changing demographics are ushering in 

a more diverse workforce. With fast growing African American and Hispanic populations in St. Tammany, 

Jefferson, and St. Bernard parishes, the challenge of growing an inclusive economy is a regional one. 

Future workforce shortages will only grow if education and training systems do not effectively prepare our 

increasingly diverse labor force. While climate change is increasing risks, it is also increasing demand for 

water management innovations worldwide. The region has potential for increased economic opportunity if 

water management products and services could be generated by New Orleans entrepreneurs, leveraging 

their knowledge managing New Orleans’ subsidence and Louisiana’s changing coast.22 Finally, demand for 

digital skills is escalating. From bank employees, to nurses, to car mechanics, jobs requiring medium and 

high digital skills have replaced jobs requiring lower skills.23 The metro’s Video Production & Distribution 

industry has grown from 492 jobs in 2002 to 2,952 jobs in 2014,24  but Greater New Orleans, Inc. estimates 

that there are more than 16,000 jobs across various industries that require medium or high digital skills.25 

The November announcement that DXC will open a major office in New Orleans and eventually employ 

2,000 workers means that demand for high digital skills will substantially increase in the city.26  

Essential to preparing New Orleans’ workforce for these and other changes will be strategic long-term 

investments in human capital. Employers need talent. Whether jobs remain unfilled, poorly filled, or 

subject to turnover, the cost to employers is high.27 Key strategic investments should include funding for 

public higher education institutions, which are significant engines of economic growth. Public education 

institutions are best positioned to build broad-based human capital, which regional economies need, not 

only to fill jobs, but also to support entrepreneurship writ large.28 States have historically been the primary 

force behind funding higher education.29 Unfortunately, Louisiana has slashed higher education funding 
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nearly in half since 2008.30 New Orleans’ business leaders are already advocating for reinstating state funding for 

higher education to increase regional competitiveness. 

In addition, innovative partnerships, bringing together economic development actors with talent development 

systems and employers, are hard to execute but are more and more critical to meeting employers’ needs.31 New 

Orleans’ new merger between its public-private New Orleans Business Alliance and the Landrieu Administration’s  

Network for Economic Opportunity32 can sponsor industry-led trainings that customize skill development to 

specific labor market demands and connect employers to untapped pools of qualified workers. This will require 

significant involvement from employers in curriculum development, and expertise from workforce development 

leaders, to nimbly navigate complex government policies and funding streams. Done well, New Orleans could lead 

the country in developing solutions for this pervasive challenge. 

Even when education systems prepare workers well, a lack of workforce housing and adequate transit is a drag on 

a region’s productive potential. It undermines employers’ ability to find and retain well-matched employees.33 New 

Orleans’ strategic investments should include housing and transit that link more residents to family-sustaining jobs 

and increase overall regional productivity.  

Barriers to labor market participation due to poor educational opportunities and discriminatory practices leave 

behind costs borne by the entire economy. Economists calculate that 27 percent of the nation’s increased GDP 

since the 1960s was due specifically to changes in social norms, greater educational opportunities, and reducing 

discrimination.34 The indicators in this report point to evidence of unconscious bias at work in schools, criminal 

justice, health care, and likely employment in New Orleans. Leaders in each area can educate themselves about 

common barriers, norms, and preconceptions that lead to inequitable outcomes, and devise policies and practices 

to reduce inequities within their spheres of influence. 

Finally, economic exclusion is and has always been fiscally costly. Fully 24 percent of all New Orleans’ tax dollars35 

and 63 percent of the City’s general fund went to public safety costs in 2017.36 A stronger focus on growing an 

inclusive economy will be important for reducing these costs and redirecting public spending toward pressing 

priorities such as infrastructure, education, and innovative public amenities. 

Historically, New Orleans’ greater tolerance of diversity yielded cultural expressions that became world renowned. 

Going forward, New Orleans must be more intentional about embracing diversity to sustainably grow regional 

prosperity. This will require being clear-eyed about existing racial and ethnic divisions, and developing innovative 

new policies and practices that put the region on a solid path toward an inclusive economy. Leaders in all sectors, 

not just economic development, can examine their own impact on minority communities and consider how 

they may be contributing to these disparities—thinking “outside the box” about how to turn them around. New 

leadership in City Hall should extend current initiatives that are working and augment them with new ones that 

promote inclusive growth. In addition, the new Mayor can use the bully pulpit to further a vision for the city that 

embraces its diversity and catalyzes action by the private sector. The Tricentennial provides a unique moment in 

history for New Orleans to set a course for the future that truly grows broad-based prosperity, expands the city’s 

resilience, and inspires an increasingly diverse nation.
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Reference Material
Geographies of Analysis

What is Orleans Parish?
Orleans Parish is the city of New Orleans. 

New Orleans and Orleans Parish are 

interchangeable. Their boundaries are the 

same and they contain the same population.

New Orleans and                     
Metro New Orleans
Though The Prosperity Index uses Orleans 

Parish as its primary geography of focus, 

for some indicators (including median 

household income, employment rates, and 

minority-owned businesses), data for metro 

New Orleans is provided to assess the 

status of the regional economy in regard to 

inclusion, and New Orleans’ performance 

within the metro. 

Race/Ethnicity and Gender
The racial and gender breakdowns of New Orleans and metro New Orleans differ from the U.S. The graphics in this report are 

ordered by group size largest to smallest based on the Census Bureau’s 2016 population estimates for New Orleans. 
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“Weak city” metros
For employment rates, the New Orleans metro is compared to a group of 57 “weak city” metros. These metros are from a 2007 

Brookings Institution report in which New Orleans is identified among a group of 65 older industrial cities that experienced slow 

or negative economic growth from 1990 to 2000 as well as poorer residential well-being as measured by 2000 per capita income, 

median household income, poverty rate, unemployment rate, and labor force participation rate.37 

Aspirational metros
For employment rates, the New Orleans metro is compared to a group of seven aspirational metros. The aspirational metros are 

Southern metros with populations of greater than 1,000,000 that experienced better than 10 percent job growth from 2000-2012. 

These metros were selected to align with post-Katrina expectations for a stronger and more resilient New Orleans area economy.  
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Reference Material
Native Americans in Prehistoric New Orleans

The present-day New Orleans region had a substantial population prior to the arrival of 

European explorers, as native peoples utilized the Mississippi River deltaic plain’s productive 

ecosystems to the full extent of their technology. Initial visits by Spaniards in the 1500s, 

however, introduced diseases that would cause widespread decline by the time of the main 

era of colonization.38  As early as 1699, Iberville reported that “the smallpox…had killed one-

fourth of the people” of the Bayougoula tribe, while his brother Bienville, after establishing 

New Orleans in 1718, described Louisiana as “formerly the most densely populated with 

Indians but at present…one sees pitiful remnants,” attributing the decline to war and disease.39  

Nevertheless, at the outset, Natives vastly outnumbered colonials; historian Kathleen Duvall 

estimated “Louisiana Indians numbered well over 35,000…in the mid-1720s,” compared 

to “some 2,500 French, plus 1,500 slaves.”40 Natives also possessed critical local knowledge, 

which put French leaders in a position of deference to tribal chiefs. “The origins of New 

Orleans,” wrote historian Danial H. Usner, “depended intricately on French relations with 

American Indians throughout the Mississippi Valley.”41  

Who were these first residents of future New Orleans? Geographical transience, shifting 

alliances, conflated identities, and sketchy records make this a complex question to answer. 

In terms of language, the Mississippi River by New Orleans formed a dividing line between 

Muskhogean linguistic groups to the north and Chitimachan to the south and west. In terms of 

economy, the New Orleans area roughly marked the point at which semi-permanent riverside 

agricultural villages gave way to semi-nomadic coastal-midden groups subsisting on finfish 

and shellfish. In terms of tribal identity, colonial accounts record the Annochy tribe around 

Biloxi and New Orleans, who were at times allied with the Bayougoula near present-day White 

Castle, who neighbored the Houma (who themselves spanned at times from New Orleans to 

as far north as Tunica). Closer to New Orleans were the Mugulasha, who later got absorbed 

into other groups, such that accounts speak of the Quinapisa-Mugulasha and the Mugulasha-

Bayougoula. There were also the Tangipahoa and the Acolapissa, both of which lived in the 

piney woods but later merged and moved to New Orleans. Across the river were speakers of 

the Chitimachan language and the Washa tribe by Lake Salvador, who sometimes interacted 

with the Atakapan and Opelousas to the west, the Tunica and Natchez upriver, and the Biloxi 

to the east.42  

At first, French colonials viewed these indigenous societies opportunistically, as sources of 

local intelligence and as possible allies against common enemies. This relationship later 

devolved to one bent on subjugation, displacement, and broken treaties, at the hands of both 

colonial and American governments. But the cross-cultural relationship also entailed vital 

economic trade, wherein Natives, known to the French as petites nations, supplied early New 

Orleans with game, furs, wild foodstuffs, seasonings, and other resources.43 Comparable 

commercial and cultural interaction continued through the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, even as Natives assimilated into Louisiana’s larger Creole, Acadian, African, and 

Anglo-American populations, eventually giving rise to the (officially or unofficially) recognized 

Native Louisianan tribes of today.  

Contributed by: Richard 

Campanella, Tulane 

University
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Map of Mexico and Florida, 
English lands and West Indies 
(Carte du Mexique et de la Floride)
1722 map of Florida, the English lands, and the 

surrounding Mississippi River, published in 1741     

and in part based on a collection of Mrs. d’Iberville’s 

memoirs. The larger map focuses on the Mississippi 

delta region illustrating the extent and variety of 

indigenous tribes present at about the time New 

Orleans was founded.

Source: Louisiana Digital Library Maps of Louisiana Collection 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Household income is a basic measure of the extent to which a household can provide for 

itself and build wealth. Household income growth is an important measure of increasing 

family well-being, but is also key to driving overall economic growth, boosting tax bases, 

and supporting local businesses.

HOW ARE METRO NEW ORLEANS AND NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Since 1979, median household income has grown only 2 percent nationwide after adjusting 

for inflation, but metro New Orleans has fared far worse over the same time frame, with 

incomes falling 9 percent. Since Katrina, much focus has been placed on the strength of 

metro New Orleans’ economy relative to the nation. Indeed, while the Great Recession 

pushed household income down 9 percent nationwide between 1999 and 2010, the median 

income in metro New Orleans held steady. But since 2010, though incomes nationally have 

rebounded slightly from $56,052 to $57,617 in 2016, incomes in metro New Orleans have 

fallen from $51,670 to $48,804. Metro New Orleans has historically had lower incomes than 

the nation, although the extent of the gap has grown since 1979. The median household 

income in metro New Orleans was only 6 percent lower than the national average in 1979 

but fell to 19 percent lower after the oil bust of the 1980s. The metro has experienced some 

recovery since the oil bust, but in 2016, metro New Orleans’ incomes are still 15 percent 

lower than the nation. Residents of the city of New Orleans have incomes 33 percent lower 

than the national average. Fully half the city’s households earn less than $38,681. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

n.s. = Difference is not significant 

for New Orleans for 1999-2010, 

1999-2016, and 2010-2016. 

n.s. = Difference between 1999 

and 2010 is not significant for 

New Orleans Metro.

Median Household Income

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME, 2016 INFLATION-ADJUSTED DOLLARS
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Household income by race and ethnicity is important in demonstrating the extent 

to which income gains and economic growth are broadly shared and becomes more 

critical to long-term economic prosperity as a region becomes “majority minority.” 

HOW IS METRO NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Racial differences in income are not unique to metro New Orleans, but the distribution 

of incomes in metro New Orleans follow a more extreme pattern with black and 

Hispanic households accounting for nearly all of the regional income losses since 1979. 

Since 1979, white household income grew 6 percent nationally and black income grew 

5 percent. Over the same time period, in metro New Orleans, white income has mostly 

held steady while black incomes have fallen 7 percent after adjusting for inflation. 

In contrast to the nation, where the patterns of income loss and rebound following 

the Great Recession are more consistent across racial/ethnic groups, in metro New 

Orleans, the recent declines in income have been almost exclusively borne by black 

and Hispanic households. From 1999 to 2016, the median income for white households 

in metro New Orleans held steady while the median income for black households 

fell 14 percent and the median income for Hispanics fell 25 percent (although the 

large margin of error makes the 2016 Hispanic income estimate less reliable). In 2016, 

while white households in metro New Orleans earn incomes that are on par with their 

national peers, the median income for black households in metro New Orleans, at 

$29,296, is 24 percent lower than for black households nationwide. African American 

households in metro New Orleans earn 54 percent less than white households 

compared to a national disparity of 39 percent.

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Comparing the median household income in New Orleans to the metro area as a whole, 

it is apparent that, in 1979, households with higher incomes were disproportionately 

in the parishes surrounding New Orleans rather than in the city itself. Lower income 

whites, Hispanics, and blacks were, on the other hand, more likely to live in the city in 

1979. By 2016, these patterns have changed. While higher income black households 

continue to be more likely to live in the suburbs, higher income white households are 

equally likely to be living in the city as the suburbs. In addition, the real income losses 

suffered by the metro’s black households since 2010 are being disproportionately felt 

by households in the city. The result has been that income disparity within the city 

has escalated. In 2016, black households living in the city of New Orleans earned 63 

percent less than white households in New Orleans, and Hispanic households earned 

47 percent less. In 2016, blacks in New Orleans had a median household income of only 

$25,324, while Hispanics were at $35,683 and white households living in New Orleans 

had a median income of $67,884.

Median Household Income by 
Race and Ethnicity
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NEXT PAGE

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: 1979 data for whites is 

inclusive of Hispanics (due to data 

source limitations). 

n.s. = not statistically significant 

at the .95 confidence level. See 

technical notes for more details. 
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MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 2016 INFLATION-ADJUSTED DOLLARS 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Income inequality can have many adverse effects on a city. Income inequality encourages 

out-migration of the middle class, in part because a rising real estate market may fail to 

produce housing accessible to middle-class families. As a result, those who move up the 

income ladder may move out of the city to find more value for their money; those who 

move down the income ladder may move out because they cannot afford the higher cost 

of housing. Unequal cities also tend to neglect essential services because of a narrow tax 

base, insufficient for sustainably raising needed revenues.1  This sophisticated quintile 

analysis examines the balance of households across the national income spectrum 

(divided into five equal categories, or “quintiles”).2  If the city’s income spectrum were on 

par with the nation, each of the numbers in this analysis would be 20 percent. Differences 

in the distribution of white and nonwhite households across the income spectrum may 

reveal disparities that can hamper community cohesiveness and prevent all residents 

from contributing to prosperity.

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

In 2016, while nearly a third of New Orleans’ white households earned over $114,632, 

only 6 percent of black households earned that much, nearly a five-fold difference. On 

the lower end of the spectrum, nearly half of all black households (47 percent), but only 

14 percent of white households, earned less than $23,237 in New Orleans in 2016. 

In 1979, 9 percent of the black households in New Orleans earned in the highest national 

income quintile, while 41 percent earned in the lowest income quintile. The oil bust of 

the 1980s took its toll and the share of black households in the highest income quintile 

shrunk to 6 percent while the share in the lowest income quintile grew to 47 percent by 

1989. Since then, African American households experienced some improvement in their 

household incomes, but by 2016, those improvements have been eliminated and the 

distribution of African American incomes in 2016 is virtually identical to what it was in 

1989 at the end of the oil bust. 

White households in New Orleans have fared much better. In 1979, the distribution 

of households in New Orleans was relatively close to the distributions of incomes 

nationwide, with 24 percent earning in the top income tier and 23 percent earning in 

the lowest income tier. When the oil bust hit, a small number of upper income white 

households either moved out or fell into the middle class as evidenced by a small 

decrease in the share of white households in the highest income tier to 23 percent by 

1989. But the share of white households in the highest income tier living in New Orleans 

has grown steadily since then, reaching 29 percent by 2016, while those in the lowest 

income tier have shrunk considerably down to 14 percent, and the distribution of white 

incomes in New Orleans is now notably better than the national average.

Income Inequality by Race     
and Ethnicity
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Employment Rates by Race/
Ethnicity and Gender
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Does this include people 

who are engaged in informal 

work, such as grass cutting? 

Yes, it includes anyone who 

has done any work for any pay, 

regardless of whether it was 

for cash or reported to the IRS.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Employment rates indicate the percent of the working age population that did any 

work for pay, including self-employment. Employment rates are a more comprehensive 

measure of labor market conditions than official “unemployment” rates, because they 

not only reveal the share of the population that are unemployed but also those who 

are no longer in the labor force at all—many of whom are “discouraged workers.”3  

Employment rates by race and gender suggest the extent to which structural economic 

changes have benefited different groups.

HOW ARE METRO NEW ORLEANS AND NEW ORLEANS DOING?

In the city of New Orleans, employment rates have risen for white men and women, 

Hispanic men and women, and black women compared with 1980, but have fallen 

for black men. In 2016 New Orleans, white men and women (at 79 percent and 74 

percent respectively) are more likely to have employment than their national peers, 

while black men and women in New Orleans (at 52 and 59 percent respectively) are 

less likely to have employment than their national peers. The rates of employment for 

Hispanic men and women are not statistically different than their national peers. 

As the national economy has shed jobs in male-dominated industries such as 

manufacturing over the last several decades, and grown jobs in female-dominated 

industries such as health care and education, employment rates for white men have 

fallen nationally while employment rates for white women have increased since 1980.4  

In contrast, employment rates for white men in New Orleans have risen slightly (from 

76 percent to 79 percent) between 1980 and 2016 (after dipping to 72 percent after the 

1980s oil bust). Employment rates for Hispanic men have trended similarly to white 

men. Employment rates for white women have consistently risen from 55 percent in 

1980 to 74 percent in 2016. Employment rates for Hispanic women have also grown 

from 53 percent to 67 percent. For black women, employment rates have risen from 

48 percent in 1980 to 59 percent in 2016. In New Orleans, only for black men have 

employment rates fallen—from 63 percent in 1980 to 52 percent in 2016. 

NEXT PAGE

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: 1980 data for whites is inclusive of Hispanics (due to data source limitations).          

n.s. = Difference between white males and Hispanic males is not significant for 2016; Difference between white females and Hispanic 
females is not significant nor between black females and Hispanic females for 2016. Difference between Hispanic males and Hispanic 
females is not significant for 2016. Change over time is not significant for black males, Hispanic males, nor for Hispanic females for 

2000-2016. Difference between U.S. and Orleans is not significant for Hispanic men nor for Hispanic women for 2016. 
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Employment Rates by Race/
Ethnicity and Gender, cont.

In 2016, employment rates in metro New Orleans are not statistically different than 

employment rates in the city of New Orleans for any of these groups except white women. 

By 2016, employment rates for both black and white men in metro New Orleans 

have reverted to the level they were in 2000. Comparing employment rates between 

metro New Orleans and “weak city” metros as well as aspirational metros, 76 percent 

employment for white men in metro New Orleans is once again on par with “weak city” 

metros. At 56 percent, black men in metro New Orleans have employment at rates lower 

than “weak city” metros where 59 percent of black men are employed. In contrast, in fast 

growing “aspirational” southern metros, 79 percent of white men are employed (three 

percentage points higher than in metro New Orleans) and 67 percent of black men are 

employed (11 percentage points higher than in metro New Orleans). 

Like black men, black women in metro New Orleans at 61 percent have employment 

rates that are lower than black women in both “weak city” metros (64 percent) and 

aspirational metros (68 percent). In contrast, the employment rate for white women in 

metro New Orleans, at 68 percent, is on par with their peers in “weak city” metros and 

aspirational metros. Large margins of errors associated with the employment rates for 

Hispanics makes them indistinguishable from their peers in comparison geographies.

EMPLOYMENT RATE BY RACE/ETHNICITY AND GENDER 

FOR POPULATION 16-64 YEARS OLD, 2016

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

n.s. = not statistically significant 
at the .95 confidence level. See 
technical notes for more details. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The federal definition for poverty, first created in 1964, was based on data that indicated 

that family food costs were about one-third of a family’s budget. The federal government 

estimated the cost of a nutritionally adequate diet in 1964 and multiplied that by three to 

come up with a minimum family budget. Housing costs have risen much faster than food 

costs since 1964. Moreover, poverty rate calculations are not adjusted for differences in 

standards of living in different parts of the country. Neither does the official poverty rate 

take into consideration non-cash government aid, such as Medicaid or housing subsidies. 

Several experts have worked to develop an alternative measure, often referred to as the 

living wage, to quantify the number of families who have adequate income to subsist 

without government subsidies. One of the most rigorous living wage calculations comes 

from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Notably MIT’s living wage thresholds 

do include childcare and health care costs, which are determining factors in many adults’ 

ability to work. MIT’s thresholds are still conservative because they do not factor in the 

need to save for retirement and higher education.5 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

According to MIT, a living wage in 2016 New Orleans for one adult with one child is $22.89 

per hour, or $47,611 annually. In 2016, approximately 4,500 Hispanic households, 17,500 

white households, and 60,500 black households earned less than $45,000. All told, 71 

percent of black households, 56 percent of Hispanic households, and 31 percent of white 

households in New Orleans did not earn sufficient income for one adult and one child to 

subsist without government subsidies.  

Is this the same as the Living 

Wage Ordinance the City passed? 

No, the “Living Wage Ordinance,” 

limited by state statute, mandated 

that those employed by the City 

be paid no less than $10.55 per 

hour to boost pay above the 

federal minimum wage, which has 

been $7.25 per hour since 2009.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau , MIT 
Living Wage Calculator

Note: Annual living wage for 1 
Adult 1 Child in New Orleans 
in 2016 is $47,611. An annual 

income of $45,000 is the closest 
lower break point in the ACS 

tabulated  data.

Number of Households Earning Less Than Living Wage Number of Households Earning More Than Living Wage
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Child Poverty by Race and 
Ethnicity
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EXAMPLES OF POVERTY THRESHOLDS 

2015

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 

By definition, poverty for children is a function of their family’s household income. In other 

words, the wages of adult family members determine whether children live in poverty. Poverty 

status is determined by comparing a family’s annual income to a set of poverty thresholds (in 

dollars) that vary by family size, number of children, and age of householder.6  If a family’s pre-

tax income is less than their given poverty threshold, then that family and every individual in it 

are counted as living in poverty.

Scientific research has shown that child poverty can lead to chronic, toxic stress that disrupts 

the architecture of the developing brain. Children in poverty are much more likely to 

experience exposure to violence, chronic neglect, and the accumulated burdens of economic 

hardship. This kind of chronic stress causes prolonged activation of the stress response system 

which, in turn, can disrupt the development of brain architecture, leading to lifelong difficulties 

in learning, memory, and self-regulation.7  In short, scholars argue that poverty may be the 

single greatest threat to children’s healthy brain development.8  Moreover, childhood poverty 

has been linked to poor health outcomes in adults.9

HOW IS  NEW ORLEANS DOING?

In the city of New Orleans, nearly half of all African American children live in poverty while 9 

percent of white children are poor. In New Orleans, child poverty rates peaked in 1989 for black 

children and have fallen slightly such that they are now virtually the same as in 1979 with one 

in two black children living in poverty in 2015. Hispanic children experienced a similar peak 

in poverty in 1989 and a subsequent downtrend. But the margin of error on the child poverty 

rate for Hispanics is so large, that it is not significantly different than the child poverty rate for 

whites in New Orleans in 2015. The white poverty rate has hovered around one in ten children 

in poverty since 1979. 
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and 2015 is not significant for 

any races/ethnicities.

n.s. = Difference between white 

and Hispanic is not significant 

for 2015.
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Industry Employment and Wages, 
Specialized Traded Clusters

For full definitions of 

each cluster and a full 

demographic breakdown 

of the workforce of each, 

be sure to check out the 

downloadable data tables 

accompanying this report at 

datacenterresearch.org.

All clusters are based on 

Harvard’s U.S. Cluster 

Mapping Project using 

historical data. The exception 

is Water Management, which 

is an emerging industry. To 

learn more about the water 

management cluster and 

its rigorous definition, see 

The Coastal Index 2017 at 

datacenterresearch.org.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

The trading, or “export,” of products and services to other regions is the chief driver of regional 

growth and development.10  Specializations are traded clusters with a high concentration 

of total jobs relative to the United States. Specialization in specific traded clusters gives 

a region competitive advantages for jobs and private investment.11  Economists generally 

agree that an increase (or decrease) in the number of traded jobs actually causes an increase 

(or decrease) in the number of local-serving jobs.12  Moreover, specialized traded clusters 

generally pay higher wages.13 These engines of regional economies are often the focus of 

economic development efforts. Quantifying these clusters accurately (using Harvard’s U.S. 

Cluster Mapping Project) requires a more sophisticated analysis than is typically available in 

regional economic reports, but doing so allows for a clearer and unbiased understanding of 

those industries that drive growth in the New Orleans economy. The analysis below presents 

the clusters identified for metro New Orleans as a whole,  but represents data on those jobs 

within New Orleans itself.14 The overrepresentation of people of color in certain industries 

contributes to income disparities and is not only a reflection of differences in educational 

attainment, but also discrimination—much of it unconscious—in hiring and compensation 

practices.15 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

With 15,324 jobs, hospitality and tourism is by far the largest traded cluster in New Orleans, 

and employs a workforce that is 50 percent black and 8 percent Hispanic. But with average 

wages (including tips) of only $34,220, tourism is not providing family sustaining wages to 

many families in New Orleans. Performing arts, with a workforce that is 54 percent black, 3 

percent Hispanic, and earning average wages of $29,969, is similar to tourism albeit smaller 

with 2,330 jobs. 

The second and third largest specialized clusters in New Orleans are water management and 

water transportation (6,098 and 2,480 jobs respectively), both of which pay higher wages 

($72,941 and $69,473 respectively) but have disproportionate numbers of white workers (67 

percent and 59 percent respectively). The fifth largest specialized cluster industry is video 

production and distribution with 2,090 jobs. It pays wages averaging $47,117 to a largely white 

workforce (71 percent). Notably, on average, each of these three industries provides, or is very 

close to providing, a living wage in New Orleans.

Fishing and fishing products is an industry that employs a very diverse workforce—20 percent 

black, 16 percent Asian, 14 percent Hispanic, and 4 percent “other”—and pays average wages 

of $74,634 but employs only 225 people in New Orleans. 
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NEW ORLEANS JOBS BY TRADED CLUSTER FOR THE 10 STRONGEST SPECIALIZATIONS  

BY JOBS (2001-2016) AND AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGES (2016)

TOP 5 TRADED INDUSTRIES, EMPLOYMENT BY RACE/ETHNICITY OF WORKERS, JOBS, AND AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGES 

NEW ORLEANS, 2016

HOSPITALITY & TOURISM 

$15,324-$34,220

Source: EMSI and Harvard’s 

U.S. Cluster Mapping Project.

Notes: The above graph 

represents jobs in New 

Orleans for the 10 strongest 

specializations of the traded 

clusters in metro New 

Orleans. Average wages and 

race of workers are for jobs 

in New Orleans.

All clusters are mutually 

exclusive except Water 

Management which may 

overlap with other clusters.

Jobs: 15,324 ; Avg. wage:  $34,220

WATER MANAGEMENT
Jobs: 6,098 ; Avg. wage:  $72,941

WATER TRANSPORTATION
Jobs: 2,480; Avg. wage:  $69,473

PERFORMING ARTS 
Jobs: 2,330; Avg. wage:  $29,969

VIDEO PRODUCTION & DISTRIBUTION
Jobs: 2,090 ; Avg. wage:  $47,117
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Jobs: 70; Avg. wage:  $112,460
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Water Transportation
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Local-serving clusters, such as health services, retail, and government, are located in every 

region. Local-serving clusters make up about two-thirds of the jobs in any regional economy. 

For this reason, local clusters have been the targets for many workforce development 

efforts. They generally follow the ebbs and flows of the overall traded economy. If the traded 

economy is booming, population will grow and local clusters will boom.16  Although they are 

not engines of economic growth, they are important simply because of the number of people 

they employ and the services they provide. However, many local clusters pay less than traded 

clusters. The analysis below presents the clusters identified for metro New Orleans as a whole 

(using Harvard’s U.S. Cluster Mapping Project),17  but represents data on those jobs within New 

Orleans itself. The overrepresentation of people of color in certain industries contributes to 

income disparities and is not only a reflection of differences in educational attainment, but 

also discrimination—much of it unconscious—in hiring and compensation practices.18 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Hospitality establishments (which according to Harvard’s definition are local-serving) 

include full-service restaurants, fast food restaurants, country clubs, and fitness centers. As 

a cluster, these businesses have 28,609 jobs in New Orleans, pay average wages of $22,069 

including tips, and their workforce is 51 percent white and 38 percent black. Health services 

is the second largest local cluster with 19,052 jobs, paying an average of $49,748, and having 

a workforce that is 47 percent black and 45 percent white. While health services jobs in New 

Orleans have rebounded to 64 percent of pre-Katrina levels,19 health care jobs metro-wide 

have reached more than 90 percent of pre-Katrina levels,  suggesting that health care jobs 

have shifted from the city to the suburbs where they may be harder for New Orleans workers 

to reach. The city’s third largest local-serving cluster is commercial services, which employs 

16,172 people and pays an average of $59,636 to a workforce that is 55 percent white and 36 

percent black. Education and training organizations employ 11,240 in New Orleans and pay 

average wages of $42,826 to a workforce that is 50 percent white and 43 percent black. The 

fifth largest cluster, community organizations, has 7,938 jobs but pays an average of only 

$32,402 to a workforce that is 47 percent white and 46 percent black. 

Industry Employment and Wages, 
Local-serving Clusters
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For full definitions of 

each cluster and a full 

demographic breakdown 

of the workforce of each, 

be sure to check out the 

downloadable data tables 

accompanying this report at 

datacenterresearch.org.
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NEW ORLEANS JOBS FOR THE 10 LARGEST LOCAL-SERVING CLUSTERS 

BY JOBS (2001-2016) AND AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGES (2016) 

TOP 5 LOCAL INDUSTRIES, EMPLOYMENT BY RACE/ETHNICITY OF WORKERS, JOBS, AND AVERAGE ANNUAL WAGES 

NEW ORLEANS, 2016

Source: EMSI and Harvard’s U.S. 

Cluster Mapping Project.

Notes: The above graph represents 

jobs in New Orleans for the 

10 largest local-serving and               

government clusters in metro   

New Orleans. Average wages and 

race of workers are for jobs in   

New Orleans.

All clusters are mutually exclusive.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Minority-owned businesses offer various benefits to the communities within which they 

are located. They are more likely than other employers to hire minorities, especially 

low-income African Americans. They tend to invest in their local communities and foster 

additional economic growth.20 Also, minority-owned businesses can be key sites where 

information about jobs is exchanged and informal financial assistance is provided.21 

Receipts are an important indicator of the scale of positive impact that minority-owned 

businesses can have in their communities.

HOW IS METRO NEW ORLEANS DOING?

With 36 percent of all businesses (with and without employees) being minority-owned 

in 2012, metro New Orleans had a smaller share of minority-owned businesses relative 

to its minority population than the nation as a whole. And at a stagnant 2 percent of all 

receipts, the returns to these businesses have consistently fallen below the national 

average. Comparatively, minority-owned businesses represented 15 percent of all 

businesses in the U.S. in 1997, growing to 29 percent of all businesses nationwide in 2012. 

Receipts for minority-owned businesses have grown slightly across the U.S.—reaching 

4 percent by 2012. In 1997, minority-owned businesses composed 18 percent of all 

businesses in metro New Orleans, more than half of which (10 percent) were black-

owned businesses. By 2012, minority-owned businesses accounted for 36 percent of all 

businesses, with black-owned businesses accounting for 24 percent of all businesses. 

Minority-Owned Businesses
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NEXT PAGE

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: The number of minority-owned businesses and receipts includes businesses with and without paid employees. Data 

for white-owned businesses is not available in 1997 and 2002. Because a business owner may be counted in multiple race/

ethnicity categories (e.g., white and Hispanic), the categories do not sum to 100 percent. 

While publicly traded 

companies account for a small 

fraction of companies across 

all geographies, they account 

for the majority of receipts.  
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HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Nearly half (49 percent) of all businesses with and without employees in New Orleans are 

minority-owned, but this represents a smaller share of minority-owned businesses relative 

to New Orleans’ minority population than the metro area or the U.S. Despite the fact 

that nearly half of all businesses in New Orleans are minority-owned, they receive only 4 

percent of all receipts. African Americans account for a particularly fast-growing share of 

business owners in New Orleans—from 21 percent in 1997 to 40 percent in 2012. But total 

receipts to those businesses have remained stagnant at roughly 2 percent over that time 

frame. Hispanics and Asians account for a smaller share of business-owners, representing 

about 4 percent and 5 percent of New Orleans businesses respectively, and receiving 

roughly 1 percent of receipts each.

Minority-Owned Businesses, cont.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: The number of minority-owned businesses and receipts includes businesses with and without paid employees. Data 

for white-owned businesses is not available in 1997 and 2002. Because a business owner may be counted in multiple race/

ethnicity categories (e.g., white and Hispanic), some business owners may be represented in more than one category. 

While publicly traded 

companies account for a small 

fraction of companies across 

all geographies, they account 

for the majority of receipts.  
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Homeownership by Race and 
Ethnicity

HOMEOWNERSHIP RATE BY RACE/ETHNICITY 

NEW ORLEANS

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

In the United States, homeownership is often assumed to be an important means of 

acquiring wealth. However, experts have increasingly pointed out that neighborhood 

and regional housing markets can experience downturns, during which homeowners can 

lose their accumulated equity.22 Moreover, decades old policies and practices hamper 

minorities from benefitting from strong housing markets, which has contributed to weaker 

wealth accumulation for people of color who own homes.23 Still, homeownership can be 

an important means of achieving residential stability, and has been shown to be related to 

improved psychological health and greater participation in social and political activities.24  

Studies have revealed that discriminatory practices in the real estate and banking industries 

are still common and present an obstacle to homeownership for many people of color.25 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Homeownership rates among African Americans in New Orleans made consistent progress 

between 1970 and 2010, increasing from 27 percent to 45 percent, but fell to 41 percent 

by 2016. Still, the difference in homeownership rates between blacks and whites in 2016 

was significant, with only 41 percent of African Americans in New Orleans owning homes 

compared to 54 percent of whites. The increase in the homeownership rate among African 

Americans in 2010 may be a reflection of the slower rate of return of African American 

renters post-Katrina, and the dip to 41 percent in 2016 may reflect the redevelopment of 

more rental housing (including public housing sites) since 2010.26   

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: 1970 and 1980 data for 

whites is inclusive of Hispanics 

(due to data source limitations).

n.s. = Difference between black 

and Hispanic and between white 

and Hispanic is not significant 

for 2016. Change in time is 

not significant for any races/

ethnicities for 2000-2016. Change 

in time is not significant for white 

or Hispanic for 2010-2016.
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Housing Affordability
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HOUSEHOLDS PAYING UNAFFORDABLE HOUSING COSTS  

(35% OR MORE OF PRE-TAX HOUSEHOLD INCOME ON HOUSING)

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Housing is a large monthly expense for nearly every American household, and the 

ability to afford stable housing can significantly impact a family’s well-being. It is 

also the most significant contributing factor for determining a region’s cost of living. 

A common measure of affordability communitywide is the percent of households 

paying more than 30 percent of their pre-tax income on all housing costs. While 

lower-income households often can afford to spend a lesser share of their income for 

housing and higher-income households can afford a higher share, longitudinal data is 

only available at the 35 percent threshold.27 This indicator looks at households paying 

unaffordable housing costs of 35 percent or more of their pre-tax income.

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Fully 51 percent of renters in New Orleans paid unaffordable housing costs in 2016, 

significantly higher than the 41 percent of renters nationally. Despite anecdotes about 

New Orleans’ relatively inexpensive housing pre-Katrina, the data suggests that city 

renters have historically struggled to afford housing costs compared to their national 

peers. As incomes declined during the oil bust of the 1980s, the share of renters paying 

at least 35 percent of their household income on housing—a threshold considered 

unaffordable—increased. As incomes increased during the 1990s, that share declined. 

Since then, higher rents, compounded by lower household incomes, have contributed 

to an increase in the share of city renters paying unaffordable housing costs.

New Orleans’ homeowners also struggle more than their national peers to afford 

housing costs. In the city, 25 percent of homeowners spend more than 35 percent of 

pre-tax household income on their mortgage, taxes, utilities, and insurance compared 

to only 17 percent of homeowners nationwide.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: Homeowner 

data before 2004 is not 

comparable because it 

excludes units in multi-unit 

buildings (e.g. condos and 

duplexes) and housing units 

with a business office.

n.s. = Changes from 2004 to 

2010; 2010 to 2016; and 2004 

to 2016 are not significant for 

New Orleans for renters or 

homeowners.
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Voter Turnout by Race and 
Ethnicity
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Voting is a form of civic engagement that contributes to the shaping of public policy. In 

addition, high voter participation rates increase elected officials’ sense of accountability to 

voters. Historically, women and people of color did not have the right to vote. More recently, 

voter participation has been greater among individuals with higher education levels and 

higher incomes.28 Increases in voter participation among historically disenfranchised voters 

can be an important step toward more inclusive and equitable policies.

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

In 2000, 63 percent of white registered voters in New Orleans cast their vote for president, 

and in 2016, 68 percent of white voters did so. African American voter participation lagged 

white voter participation by 3 percentage points in 2000 and by 6 percentage points in 2016. 

Despite the successful campaign of President Barack Obama (the country’s first African 

American president), in 2008 the lag between African American and white voter participation 

rates grew to 7 percentage points, likely because many African Americans registered to vote 

in New Orleans were still displaced due to Hurricane Katrina and the levee failures. Notably, 

African American participation in the presidential election of 2012 surged to 65 percent—

one percentage point above the white participation rate—likely due to the strong interest in 

reelecting President Obama.

Voter participation in mayoral elections is lower than for presidential elections among New 

Orleans voters. In most mayoral elections from 2002 to 2017, voter participation rates among 

registered African Americans in New Orleans lagged participation rates for whites by 2 to 5 

percentage points with the exception of 2006 and 2010. In those two years, African American 

voter participation in mayoral elections lagged white participation by 16 percentage points 

likely because many African American New Orleanians registered to vote in Orleans Parish 

were still displaced due to Hurricane Katrina and the levee failures.

Perhaps more importantly, both white and black voter participation in mayoral elections 

has declined since 2002 when voter participation was 48 percent among registered white 

voters and 44 percent among registered blacks. In the most recent mayoral election, voter 

participation was 35 percent among whites and 33 percent among black voters. Fewer 

people voting may indicate growing dissatisfaction with the political process and represents 

a loss in civic voice. 

Effective January 1, 2015, all 16-year-olds who are applying for a driver’s license are 

automatically pre-registered to vote. In the future, the number of people registered may 

increase and, thus, voter participation rates may dampen somewhat.29 
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Lack of Health Insurance Coverage 
by Race and Ethnicity

POPULATION AGE 18-64 WITH NO HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE BY RACE/ETHNICITY 

NEW ORLEANS

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Health insurance coverage increases an individual’s likelihood of receiving quality medical 

care.30 Health insurance is important for preventive care as well as timely treatment of 

illnesses or injuries.31 Those who lack health insurance often do not get timely treatment 

for chronic illnesses.32 When insurance coverage is low, costs to society are often high in the 

form of emergency room visits and lost worker productivity.33 Examining insurance rates for 

adults ages 18 to 64 is particularly important because most adults age 65 and older have high 

rates of health insurance coverage due to Medicare, and low-income children have coverage 

due to Medicaid and CHIP.34  While health insurance coverage is very important, insurance 

coverage does not guarantee availability of care nor access to health care services.35 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

While data before 2009 is not available for an area as small as New Orleans, trends since 

2009 are generally positive across race and ethnicity. The share of African Americans ages 18 

to 64 without health insurance coverage fell from 37 percent in 2009 to 14 percent in 2016. 

The share of whites without health insurance fell from 21 percent to 10 percent over the same 

years. Notably the gap between black and white coverage rates closed from 16 percentage 

points in 2009 to only 4 percentage points in 2016. While the share of Hispanics without 

health insurance coverage remained relatively high at 33 percent in 2016, it too had shrunk 

substantially since 2009 when 54 percent of Hispanics in New Orleans did not have health 

insurance. African Americans had a 23 percentage point drop from 2009 to 2016, Hispanics 

had a 21 percentage point drop, and whites had a 11 percentage point drop. These trends 

were well underway before Louisiana expanded Medicaid eligibility effective July 1, 2016.36 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

n.s. = Change over time is 

not significant for white 

and Hispanic for 2014-2016. 

Change over time is not 

significant for white and 

Hispanic for 2015-2016.
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Mortality Rates by Race
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Disparities in the leading causes of death for blacks compared with whites are closely 

related to disparities in life expectancy by race.37 Disparities in mortality rates may 

indicate lack of access to health care, differing risk factors such as nutrition and 

exposure to air pollutants, and also poorer quality of care. Lesser quality of care has 

been shown to be influenced by racial bias in how medical professionals interact with 

African American patients—much of it unconscious.38 Research also highlights that 

segregated neighborhoods increase mortality due to exposure to toxins, substandard 

housing, and violence.39  Identifying the largest disparities and targeting appropriate 

interventions is important for creating equal opportunities for health.40 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

Mortality from cancer, heart disease, and stroke has fallen since 1999, yet blacks are 

more likely to die from each than whites in New Orleans. 

Since 1999, there has been a larger decrease in the cancer death rate for the black 

population of New Orleans (105.5 per 100,000 decrease) than for the white population 

(69.2 per 100,000 decrease). Also there has been a slightly larger decrease in the heart 

disease death rate for the black population (97.8 per 100,000 decrease) than for the 

white population (96.0 per 100,000 decrease). Still, in 2015, African American New 

Orleanians remained 56 percent more likely to die of cancer or heart disease than 

white New Orleanians. There has been a larger decrease in the stroke death rate for 

the white population of New Orleans (32.0 per 100,000 decrease) than for the black 

population (27.6 per 100,000 decrease). And in 2015, African Americans were 49 percent 

more likely to die of stroke than whites in New Orleans. Both whites and blacks in New 

Orleans have experienced an increase in rate of deaths due to accidents (such as traffic 

fatalities, drowning, falls and other unintentional injuries). Since 1999, the increase 

in deaths due to accident has been larger for the white population (35.9 per 100,000 

increase) than for the black population (14.8 per 100,000 increase). As of 2015, whites 

had a 31 percent greater chance of death via accident than blacks in New Orleans. 

African Americans and whites shared four of their top five causes of mortality: cancer, 

heart disease, accidents, and stroke. For whites the fifth is Alzheimer’s. For African 

Americans the fifth is homicide. African Americans in New Orleans were more than 

nine times as likely to die of homicide (63.8 per 100,000) than whites (6.98 per 100,000) 

in 2015.41  African Americans were also more likely to die of homicide than accidents 

(50.0 per 100,000) in that same year. And, whites were 78 percent more likely to die of 

Alzheimer’s (39.2 per 100,000) than black New Orleanians (22.0 per 100,000) in 2015.
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Low Birth Weights by Race and 
Educational Attainment

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Low birth weight is defined as less than 5.5 pounds. Infants born with low birth weights 

are more likely to experience developmental problems, are more likely to die in the 

first year of life, and are also more likely to develop diabetes, heart disease, or high 

blood pressure later in life. Studies have shown that improving the mother’s nutrition 

and access to prenatal care can help reduce the risk of low birth weight pregnancies.42  

However, studies have also shown that racial bias in how medical professionals interact 

with African American patients—much of it unconscious—results in poorer quality 

of care for African American patients.43 Moreover, research has determined that birth 

outcomes are influenced by factors occurring even before pregnancy. Chronic stress 

associated with racial discrimination over one’s lifetime can increase risk of low birth 

weight pregnancies.44 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

From 2007 to 2015, the share of low birth weight babies born to African American 

mothers in New Orleans was higher than to white mothers in New Orleans by 6 to 9 

percentage points. The share of low birth weight babies born to African American 

mothers varied from 14.1 percent to 15.5 percent between 2007 and 2015. In contrast, 

only 6.2 to 8.9 percent of babies born to white mothers during these years were low 

birth weight. 

Among African American women giving birth in 2015 in New Orleans, 11.9 percent of 

those with a master’s degree or higher had low birth weight babies, compared to 16.2 

percent of those with a high school degree or less. Similarly, among white women giving 

birth in 2015 in New Orleans, 6 percent of those with a master’s degree or higher had 

low birth weight babies compared to 8.7 percent of those with a high school degree 

or less. While greater educational attainment decreased the risk of having a low birth 

weight baby among both African American and white women, vast racial inequity 

remained. Strikingly, even African American mothers with a master’s degree or higher 

had a greater likelihood (11.9 percent) of having a low birth weight baby than white 

mothers with a high school degree or less (8.7 percent). 
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Out-of-School Suspension by 
Race and Ethnicity

PERCENT OF STUDENTS RECEIVING OUT-OF-SCHOOL SUSPENSIONS BY RACE/ETHNICITY 

ALL NEW ORLEANS PUBLIC SCHOOLS

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

National data shows that racial disparities persist in school suspension rates and that the problem is 

worse in southern states, including Louisiana.45 A recent comprehensive study by Tulane’s Education 

Research Alliance found direct discrimination in Louisiana schools in that when a white student and a 

black student were involved in the exact same incident, the black students received longer suspensions 

than white students.46 Research has shown that suspensions do not improve overall school safety and 

are associated with lower academic performance, higher rates of dropout, failures to graduate on time, 

increased academic disengagement, and subsequent disciplinary exclusions.47 In addition, suspensions 

correlate with early entry into the criminal justice system.48 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

The share of New Orleans’ African American public school students suspended was four to eight times 

higher than that of white students in data available for the years 2000, 2004, 2009, 2011, and 2013. The 

share of Hispanic students suspended has been as much as two times higher than white students during 

these years. In 2000, fully 17 percent of all African Americans students in New Orleans’ public schools 

were suspended compared with 5 percent of Hispanic students and 4 percent of white students. In 2011, 

the share of all students suspended swelled, but the share of African American students suspended was 

highest of all at 21 percent. Among Hispanic students, 11 percent were suspended; and among whites, 

6 percent were suspended that year. As recently as 2013, the share of all students suspended remained 

high with 17 percent of African American students suspended.  

Source: U.S. Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights, 

provided by The Cowen Institute 

for Public Education Initiatives at 

Tulane University.



The New Orleans Prosperity Index  |   April 201850

EM
P

LO
Y

M
EN

T 
A

N
D

 IN
C

O
M

E
H

O
U

SI
N

G
H

E
A

LT
H

D
EM

O
C

R
A

C
Y

ED
U

C
A

T
IO

N
C

R
IM

IN
A

L 
JU

ST
IC

E 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

Black White Hispanic

319

1,004

109

339

1,003

124

284

1,032

111

301

1,034

138

396

1,049

158

ACT Scores by Race and Ethnicity
WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

ACT (American College Testing) scores are designed to indicate a student’s academic college 

readiness. Notably, academic readiness is considered only one of four important domains of 

college readiness and should not be thought of as a predictor of college performance.49  ACT is 

important in Louisiana because students qualify for various award components of the “TOPS” 

state-sponsored scholarship to Louisiana colleges and universities based in part on their ACT 

score.50 Currently, a student must score at least a 17 to be eligible for the lowest level “TOPS” 

award.51 In addition, in Louisiana, an ACT score below 18 is used as an indicator that the student 

needs remedial college courses.52 The state of Louisiana began mandating that all high school 

juniors take the ACT exam in 2013.53 When more students take the ACT, the average composite 

score provides a more comprehensive measure of the graduating class’ academic college 

readiness.54 Moreover, in Louisiana, the ACT is a particularly valuable longitudinal measure of 

academic achievement because other state-created tests used in lower grades are subject to 

changes that make them not useful for measuring progress over time. Race gaps in ACT scores 

suggest that the education pipeline may be inequitable and may be failing to support overall 

upward mobility in the region—particularly when larger shares of the population consist of 

people of color.55 

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

The most recent average composite ACT scores indicate a large racial disparity in our schools’ 

effectiveness at preparing students for college. Of the 2017 graduating classes from all public 

and private high schools in New Orleans, African American students averaged 17.6 on the ACT 

and Hispanic students averaged 21.3. White students averaged 25.3 on the ACT – 44 percent 

higher than African American students and 19 percent higher than Hispanic students. The number 

of students taking the ACT in New Orleans has grown from 3,482 students in the graduating class 

of 2013 to 4,548 students in the graduating class of 2017. Public schools account for the vast 

majority of the growth in students taking the ACT. As the number grows, the average composite 

score becomes a more valid indicator of the graduating class’ college readiness.
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NUMBER OF STUDENTS TAKING THE ACT IN ORLEANS PARISH BY RACE/ETHNICITY 
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Among the graduating class of 2017 taking the ACT (across public and private schools), 48 percent 

were identified as African American, 29 percent were white, and 7 percent were Hispanic. Notably, 

white 2017 graduates taking the ACT were four times more likely to be attending a private school 

than a public school. Yet whites in public high schools had ACT scores on par with those in private 

schools—whites at private schools scored 25.3 on average and whites at public schools scored 25.2 

on average. In contrast, black students were nearly five times more likely to be attending a public 

school than a private school. Those attending private schools scored higher than their peers at 

public schools on average (19.5 and 17.2 respectively). And while Hispanic students attend public and 

private high schools in equal numbers, those who attend private schools scored much higher on the 

ACT on average (24.3) than those who attended public schools (18.4).

Source: ACT 

Note: If a student tests 

more than once, the 

average composite 

reflects their latest set 

of scores.
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Adult Educational Attainment by 
Race/Ethnicity and Gender

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

There are many reasons why an educated workforce is critical to the long-term economic 

success of a city. First, educated cities add jobs and population faster than comparable ones 

with lower education levels.56 Second, wages increase for workers for each additional year 

of education they accumulate, and that wage premium is increasing over time.57 Between 

1973 and 2011, national wages for workers with a college degree rose, while wages for less 

educated workers stagnated or dropped.58 Third, skilled cities are more resilient to economic 

shocks because they have the skills and capacity to adapt to change.59  

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

The share of New Orleans adults age 25 and older who have some college education has 

grown across racial and ethnic groups since 1980. But while more than 85 percent of white 

adults living in New Orleans have attended college, only 55 percent of black females and 42 

percent of black males have attended college as of 2016. Historically, black New Orleanians 

have been less likely to have some college education than their national peers, and that gap 

widened for black males in 2016. 

Females have experienced substantial growth in college attainment in New Orleans since 

1980. The percent of white females with some college education has grown from 36 percent 

in 1980 to 88 percent in 2016. The share of Hispanic females with some college education has 

grown from 28 percent in 1980 to 69 percent in 2016. The share of African American females 

with some college has grown from 20 percent in 1980 to 55 percent in 2016. 

Notably, while the share of African American males in New Orleans with some college was on 

par with African American females in 1980 at 20 percent, by 2016 the share of black males that 

had some college had grown to only 42 percent and now lags education attainment among 

black females by 13 percentage points. White adults experienced the opposite trend. The 

share of white women with some college in 1980 at 36 percent lagged college attainment 

among white men that year by 15 percentage points, but by 2016 white women had caught up 

to white men with 88 percent having some college. 

The trend among Hispanics is similar to that among whites but possibly for different reasons. 

In 1980, 40 percent of Hispanic males and 28 percent of Hispanic females had some college. 

Hispanic females experienced steady growth in their rate of college attainment reaching 

69 percent by 2016. The share of Hispanic males with some college, on the other hand, grew 

to 53 percent in 2000, then fell to 38 percent in 2010 likely due to an influx of lower skilled 

single Hispanic males assisting in home rebuilding and debris removal. By 2016, the share 

of Hispanic males with some college grew to 60 percent, as many lesser skilled males likely 

moved out of New Orleans.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Notes: 1980 data for whites is inclusive of Hispanics (due to data source limitations).

n.s. - Difference between U.S. and Orleans is not significant for black females for 2016. Difference between white males and 

white females is not significant for Orleans Parish for 2016. Change over time is not significant for black males, black females, 

white males, nor Hispanic females for Orleans Parish for 2010-2016. Change over time is not significant for black males nor 

Hispanic females for Orleans Parish for 2000-2010.
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Criminal Justice
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Jail Incarceration Rates by Race
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Incarceration has enduring economic effects by stifling employment and suppressing labor 

force participation.60 Many employers will not hire job candidates who have an arrest 

record—regardless of whether they were ultimately convicted of a crime.61 Also, research 

has shown that incarceration introduces instability within families that often harms 

the developmental outcomes of children.62 Incarceration disparities can foster public 

mistrust of the criminal justice system, which can in turn affect public safety outcomes, as 

members of the public perceive the system to be unfair and cooperate less with police and 

other officials.63 Reducing disparities can increase trust in the system and lead to more 

effective crime prevention. Research suggests that key drivers of racial disparities in jail 

incarceration rates are discrimination in policing and judicial decisionmaking.64  

HOW IS NEW ORLEANS DOING?

The number of inmates in Orleans Parish Prison (recently renamed the Orleans Justice 

Center) has fallen substantially from 3,102 on June 30, 2011 to 1,493 on June 30, 2017. 

However, the majority of those reductions have been due to transferring federal and state 

prisoners to their respective facilities. The number of local detainees, which is reflective 

of state policies as well as local policies and practices, fell nearly every year, moving from 

2,048 on June 30, 2011 to 1,368 on June 30, 2017. This drop is due to a range of systematic 

and cultural changes beginning in 2010, including using summons rather than physical 

arrest, moving misdemeanors from the state court to the local court, developing a pretrial 

risk assessment system, expanding the use of release on recognizance, and providing for a 

review on the seventh day when a low risk person is not released.65 Pre-booking deflection 

practices may reduce local incarceration even further in the future.66

While these changes have reduced jail incarceration rates for both blacks and whites in 

New Orleans, racial disparities remain extreme. Local detainees in the Orleans Justice 

Center are nearly four times more likely to be black than white, even after accounting for 

the larger black population in New Orleans.
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NEXT PAGE

Notes: See technical notes on page 64 for full definitions of both “local” and “state” persons held in jail. Data is based on an annual 

snapshot of the jail population on June 30th of each year.
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JUNE 30TH COUNT IN ORLEANS PARISH PRISON (ORLEANS JUSTICE CENTER)

“LOCAL” PERSONS HELD IN JAIL PER 100,000 POPULATION BY RACE (EXCLUDES FEDERAL AND STATE PRISONERS)

JUNE 30TH, NEW ORLEANS

Source: City of New Orleans 

Source: City of New Orleans  

and U.S. Census Bureau
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Technical Notes on Data 
About The Prosperity Index: Tricentennial Edition

POPULATION BY RACE METRO NEW ORLEANS

For race data, white is non-Hispanic; Hispanic is any race.

Executive Summary

SHARE OF TOTAL POPULATION BY RACE

The population data for 1721 comes from Richard Campanella’s book, Bienville’s Dilemma: A Historical Geography Of New Orleans. 

The population data from 1769, 1788, and 1805 comes from Paul LaChance’s paper, “New Orleans In The Era Of Revolution: A 

Demographic Profile” and Din and Harkins’ book, New Orleans Cabildo: Colonial Louisiana’s First City Government, 1769—1803. Both 

scholarly works reviewed original colonial census documents and corroborate the same data. Note that colonial-era (both French and 

Spanish) censuses were spatially loose in their aggregations, and inconsistent in how people were counted from census to census. This 

means that from one census to the next, data may have been collected for different geographic boundaries. It can also mean that a 

person’s race or ethnicity was labeled differently from one census to the next. See Endnotes for full citations. 

Population data from 1810 to 2010 are from the Decennial Census and were accessed through the National Historical Geographic 

Information System. Data from these years were further checked and verified using data reported in other sources, mainly Richard 

Campanella’s, Bienville’s Dilemma: A Historical Geography Of New Orleans, Elizabeth Fussell’s article, “Constructing New Orleans, 

Constructing Race: A Population History of New Orleans”, and population data compiled in other research by The Data Center. 

Population data represents the population of Orleans Parish for all years presented. In most cases, the population of Orleans Parish 

was the same as the City of New Orleans. However, from 1810 to 1870, the City of New Orleans reported a slightly lower population 

than Orleans Parish. For example, in 1850 the population of Orleans Parish is 119,000, and is 116,000 in the City of New Orleans. After 

1880, Orleans Parish and the City of New Orleans have the same reported population.

Employment and Income

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data for all geographies comes from the U.S. Census Bureau 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Censuses and American Community 

Survey (ACS) 1-year files for 2010 and 2016.  These data represent the calendar years of 1979, 1989, 1999, 2010 and 2016. All income is 

in 2016 inflation-adjusted dollars using the CPI-U-RS. Data reported for the New Orleans metro reflects the U.S. Office of Management 

and Budget (OMB) definition for the New Orleans metro at the time of each survey, and thus varies slightly over time. In 1979, “Hispanic, 

any race” data is not available, and in its place the “Spanish origin” population is used. Also in 1979, “White, not Hispanic” data is not 

available, and in its place the “White” population that is inclusive of Hispanics is used. 

For the following data points, there was no significant difference at the 95% confidence level:

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010 is not significant for New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between 2010 and 2016 is not significant for New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2016 is not significant for New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010 is not significant for New Orleans metro.

n.s. = Difference between metro New Orleans and U.S. for white, not Hispanic is not significant for 2016.                                 

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010, between 2010 and 2016, and between 1999 and 2016 for white not Hispanic is not       

            significant for New Orleans metro.                                       
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n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010 for Hispanic is not significant for New Orleans metro.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010 for black is not significant for New Orleans metro.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010, between 2010 and 2016, and between 1999 and 2016 is not significant for Hispanic for    

           New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010, and between 2010 and 2016 for white not Hispanic is not significant for New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between 1999 and 2010 is not significant for black for New Orleans.

n.s. = Difference between New Orleans metro and New Orleans for Hispanic and for white not Hispanic is not significant for 2016.

INCOME INEQUALITY BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Censuses and American Community Survey 1-year files for 

2010 and 2016; IPUMS USA; and HUD Fair Market Rents. Income quintiles in 2016 are: High = above $114,632, Upper-middle = $71,154 

to $114,632, Middle = $44,555 to $71,153, Lower-middle = $23,237 to $44,554, Low = below $23,237. In 1979 and 1989, “White, not 

Hispanic” data is not available, and in its place the “White” population that is inclusive of Hispanics is used. In addition, this means that 

the “other race/ethnicity” category for 1979 and 1989 does not include Hispanics who self-identify as White in those years. For all years, 

“Black/African American” is inclusive of individuals who self-identify as Black/African American with Hispanic ethnicity. The 2016 ACS 

data reflect incomes during a 12 month period between 2015 and 2016. The 1979, 1989 and 1999 Decennial Census data represents 

the calendar year. National income quintiles were calculated using IPUMS USA microdata for 1979, 1989, and 1999. For 2010 and 2016, 

national income quintiles were available from ACS tabulated data tables. These national income quintiles were adjusted to reflect cost 

of living differences using Fair Market Rents. For all years, Orleans Parish households in tabulated data tables were distributed across 

the adjusted national income quintiles using linear interpolation. 

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY RACE, ETHNICITY, AND GENDER

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Censuses and American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year files 

for 2016.

In 1980, “Hispanic/Latino (any race)” data is not available, and in its place the “Spanish Origin” population is used. Also in 1980, “White, 

not Hispanic” data is not available, and in its place the “White” population that is inclusive of Hispanics is used. For all years, “Black/

African American” is inclusive of individuals who self-identify as Black/African American with Hispanic ethnicity.

The number of “weak city” metros included in the data varies across race/ethnicity for 2016. For the “Hispanic/Latino (any race)” 

population, there are 39 “weak city” metros; for the “White, not Hispanic” population, there are 56 “weak city” metros; and for the 

“Black/African American” population, there are 50 “weak city” metros. 

For the following data points, there was no significant difference at the 95% confidence level:

n.s. = Difference between white males and Hispanic males is not significant for New Orleans for 2016.                                                                  

n.s. = Difference between white females and Hispanic females is not significant nor between black females and Hispanic 

            females for New Orleans for 2016.                                          

n.s. = Difference between Hispanic males and Hispanic females is not significant for New Orleans for 2016.

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for black males, Hispanic males, nor for Hispanic females for New Orleans 2000-2016.

n.s. = Difference between U.S. and Orleans is not significant for Hispanic men nor for Hispanic women for New Orleans 2016.

n.s. = Difference between weak city metros and New Orleans metro is not significant for white males or white females for 2016.

n.s. = Difference between aspirational metros and New Orleans metro is not significant for white females for 2016.

n.s. = Difference between black females and black males is not significant for aspirational metros in 2016.

n.s. = Difference between black females and white females is not significant for aspirational metros in 2016.
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HOUSEHOLDS EARNING BELOW LIVING WAGE BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-year files for 2016. Data for living wage comes from MIT 

Living Wage Calculator accessed on November 29, 2017 at http://livingwage.mit.edu/.

Living wage estimates are determined for 1 Adult 1 Child households in Orleans Parish and estimated to be $47,611 by MIT’s Living 

Wage Calculator. The estimate from MIT is a real time estimate and was calculated as of December of 2017. This estimate takes 

into account food costs, childcare costs, health care costs, housing costs, transportation costs, and costs of other necessities. An 

annual income of $45,000 was used as the closest lower break point in the American Community Survey tabulated data, providing a 

conservative estimate of the percent of population below living wage.  

CHILD POVERTY BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1980, 1990, and 2000 decennial censuses and American Community Survey 1-year files for 

2015. Poverty status is determined by comparing a family’s annual income to a set of poverty thresholds (in dollars) that vary by family 

size, number of children, and age of householder. In 1980, “Hispanic, any race” data is not available, and in its place the “Spanish origin” 

population is used. Also in 1980, “White, not Hispanic” data is not available, and in its place the “White” population used is inclusive of 

Hispanics. 

For the child poverty indicator, 2015 data is used due to significant irregularities found in data estimated for 2016 for Orleans Parish. 

For example, in 2016, the estimated number of Hispanic girls (under 18 years old) living in poverty was 87 while the estimated number 

of Hispanic boys (under 18 years old) living in poverty was 548. As another example, in 2016, the estimated number of white, not 

Hispanic girls (under 18 years old) living in poverty was 109 while the estimated number of white, not Hispanic boys (under 18 years 

old) living in poverty was 405. Although there are some fluctuations in child poverty estimates from year to year, prior years of data do 

not exhibit these large differences in poverty estimates between boys and girls of the same race/ethnicity.

For the following data points, there was no significant difference at the 95% confidence level: 

n.s. = Difference between whites and Hispanics is not significant for 2015. 

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for all races/ethnicities for 1999-2015 and 2010-2015. 

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for whites and Hispanics for 1999-2010.

INDUSTRY EMPLOYMENT AND WAGES, SPECIALIZED TRADED CLUSTERS

Data on cluster jobs and wages comes from Harvard’s U.S. Cluster Mapping Project and from Economic Modeling Specialists 

Intl. (EMSI). EMSI is a private data provider that compiles high quality employment data by removing the suppressions that are 

characteristic of publicly available county-level datasets. In addition to relying on federal datasets, EMSI uses data from the Louisiana 

Workforce Commission to improve their measurement of local industries, occupations, wages, skills, education, and training. Data is 

based on an EMSI pull of LED and BLS data from Q3, 2017 but depicts statistics for all years in analysis. 

The graph represents jobs in New Orleans for the 10 strongest specializations of the traded clusters in metro New Orleans. Average 

wages and race of workers are for jobs in New Orleans. With the exception of the “Water Management” cluster, all clusters are 

comprised of 6-digit NAICS codes and are mutually exclusive. Definitions were developed by Harvard’s U.S. Cluster Mapping Project, 

which assigned NAICS codes to clusters based on multiple linkages between NAICS codes across regions. Cluster definitions can be 

found in the downloadable excel tables.  The clusters shown include the top ten New Orleans metro area traded clusters by location 

quotient, a measure of share of jobs in a region compared to that share in the nation. For the “Hospitality and Tourism” cluster, 

wages exclude the 6-digit NAICS code 711211, “Sports Teams and Clubs.” See The Coastal Index 2017 by The Data Center at www.

datacenterresearch.org for the full definition of the “Water Management” cluster.

Wages refer to average wages, salaries, and proprietor earnings. They do not include benefits, supplements, or similar non-salary 

additions. Occupation earnings do include the following: base rate, cost of living allowances, guaranteed pay, hazardous-duty pay, 

incentive pay, including commissions and bonuses, on-call pay and tips. Average earnings by industry represent annual figures which 

may be lower if an industry employs a higher number of part-time workers. 

“Other” race is combination of American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and individuals of Two or 

More Races. 
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INDUSTRY EMPLOYMENT AND WAGES, LOCAL-SERVING CLUSTERS

Data on cluster jobs and wages comes from Harvard’s U.S. Cluster Mapping Project and Economic Modeling Specialists Intl. (EMSI). 

EMSI is a private data provider that compiles high quality employment data by removing the suppressions that are characteristic 

of publicly available county-level datasets. In addition to relying on federal datasets, EMSI uses data from the Louisiana Workforce 

Commission to improve their measurement of local industries, occupations, wages, skills, education, and training. Data is based on an 

EMSI pull of LED and BLS data from Q3, 2017 but depicts statistics for all years in analysis. 

The graph represents jobs in New Orleans for the 10 largest local-serving and government clusters in metro New Orleans. Average 

wages and race of workers are for jobs in New Orleans. All clusters are comprised of 6-digit NAICS codes and are mutually exclusive. 

Definitions were developed by the U.S. Cluster Mapping Project, which assigned NAICS codes to clusters based on multiple linkages 

between NAICS codes across regions. Cluster definitions can be found in the downloadable data tables. The clusters shown include the 

top ten New Orleans metro area local-serving and government clusters by number of jobs. Wages refer to average wages, salaries, and 

proprietor earnings. They do not include benefits, supplements, or similar non-salary additions. Occupation earnings do include the 

following: base rate, cost of living allowances, guaranteed pay, hazardous-duty pay, incentive pay, including commissions and bonuses, 

on-call pay and tips. Average earnings by industry represent annual figures which may be lower if an industry employs a higher number 

of part-time workers. 

“Other” race is combination of American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and individuals of Two or 

More Races. 

MINORITY-OWNED BUSINESSES

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, Survey of Business Owners. The number of minority-owned businesses and receipts includes 

businesses with and without paid employees and includes publicly traded businesses. Data for majority white-owned businesses is 

not available for 1997 and 2002, and Hispanic or Latino data is not available for 2002. Because a business owner may be counted in 

multiple race/ethnicity categories (e.g., white and Hispanic), the categories do not sum to 100 percent. Receipts include the total sales, 

shipments, receipts, revenue, or business done by domestic establishments. Data reported for the New Orleans metro reflects the U.S. 

Office of Management and Budget (OMB) definition at the time of each survey, and thus varies slightly over time.

Housing

HOMEOWNERSHIP BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 Decennial Censuses and American Community Survey (ACS) 

1-year file for 2016. In 1970 and 1980, “Hispanic, Any Race” data is not available, and in its place the “Spanish origin” population is used. 

Also in 1970 and 1980, “White, Not Hispanic” data is not available, and in its place the “White” population used is inclusive of Hispanics.

For the following data points, there was no significant difference at the 95% confidence level: 

n.s. = Difference between blacks and Hispanics, and between whites and Hispanics is not significant for 2016.

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for whites, blacks, or Hispanics for 2000-2016.

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for whites, or Hispanics for 2010-2016.

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau: 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Censuses and American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year 

files for 2004, 2010, and 2016. Data reflects the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) definition for the New Orleans metro at 

the time of each survey, and thus varies over time. The ACS data reflects incomes and rents during a two-year period. The Decennial 

Census data represents the calendar year. 

This affordable housing indicator includes occupied units where housing cost as a percentage of household income was computed. The 

Decennial Census is slightly different from the ACS because the former excludes single-family houses on 10 acres or more. Decennial 

census owner-occupied housing units also exclude units in multi-unit buildings and housing units with a business office. For these 

reasons, the Decennial census is not used for a comparison over time for homeowners. 

Change over time is not significant for renters or homeowners for New Orleans for 2004-2010, 2004-2016, and 2010-2016. 
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Democracy

VOTER TURNOUT BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the Louisiana Secretary of State. Turnout rate is calculated by dividing the number of qualified voters who are 

registered to vote, as defined by the Louisiana Secretary of State, by the number of people who voted in the election. Data for mayoral 

elections reflect the last election. In 2017, 2006, and 2002, these were the runoff elections. In 2010 and 2014 these were the general 

election, because there were no runoffs in those years. The difference in voter turnout between the general and runoff elections in 

2017, 2006, and 2002 is less than 2% in each year.

Health

LACK OF HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE BY RACE AND ETHNICITY 

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-year files. For the following data points, there was no 

significant difference at the 95% confidence level: 

n.s. = Change over time is not significant for whites and Hispanics for New Orleans for 2014-2016 and 2015-2016.

MORTALITY RATES BY RACE

Data comes from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) WONDER Underlying Cause of Death database. Data is 

categorized by race only, not ethnicity. Thus, Hispanics may be included in counts of whites and blacks. Some comparisons by race 

are limited, because death rates are suppressed when the death count is less than 20 for the stated cause of death. Accidents include 

automotive, motorcycle, pedestrian, and bike traffic fatalities. Accidents also include fatalities categorized as “unintentional injuries” 

such as drowning, fire victims, and falls.

Age adjustment is a technique for “removing” the effects of age from crude rates to allow meaningful comparisons over time and 

across populations with different underlying age structures. For example, comparing the crude rate of heart disease in Florida to that 

of California is misleading, because the relatively older population in Florida will lead to a higher crude death rate, even if the age-

specific rates of heart disease in Florida and California are the same. For such a comparison, age-adjusted rates are preferable. For 

more information on age adjustment, see: https://wonder.cdc.gov/wonder/help/ucd.html. 

LOW BIRTH RATES BY RACE, ETHNICITY, AND EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

Data comes from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) WONDER natality data. Low birth weight is defined as less than 

5.5 pounds/2,499 grams. Data are categorized by mother’s race.

Education

OUT-OF-SCHOOL SUSPENSIONS BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, provided by The Cowen Institute for Public Education 

Initiatives at Tulane University.

Suspensions data covers out-of-school suspensions only. This data is self-reported by schools to the U.S. Department of Education. It is 

not audited. Reforms may affect how data is reported by schools. Data for other races includes students identified as American Indian 

or Native Alaskan, Asian or Pacific Islander, or as “Two or more races.”



DATA C E N T E R R E S E A R C H . O R G 63

ACT SCORES BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

Data comes from the ACT. The number of students reflect the number of unique students who graduated in that year. If a student tests 

more than once, their latest test result is used (which may be from their sophomore, junior or senior year).

Public schools this data represents are:

• Warren Easton Senior High School  

• Benjamin Franklin High School   

• Edna Karr High School   

• Lusher Charter School   

• McDonogh #35 College Preparatory School 

• Eleanor McMain Secondary School  

• New Orleans Charter Science and Mathematics HS

• Lake Area New Tech Early College High School 

• The NET Charter High School   

• Crescent Leadership Academy   

• ReNEW Accelerated High School  

• Sci Academy

   

• G. W. Carver Collegiate Academy  

• Walter L. Cohen College Prep   

• Lord Beaconsfield Landry-Oliver Perry Walker High

• Algiers Technology Academy   

• Sophie B. Wright Institute of Academic Excellence

• KIPP Renaissance High School   

• Joseph S. Clark Preparatory High School  

• Dr. Martin Luther King Charter School for Sci/Tech

• New Orleans Center for Creative Arts  

• International High School of New Orleans 

• New Orleans Military/Maritime Academy 

• JCFA-East 

Private schools this data represents are:

• Brother Martin

• Cabrini

• De La Salle

• Holy Cross

• Holy Rosary

• Jesuit

• Life of Christ Christian Academy

• Louise S. McGehee

• Mount Carmel Academy

• Newman

• Sacred Heart Academy

• St. Katherine Drexel – formerly known as Xavier 

Preparatory Academy

• St. Augustine

• St. Mary’s Academy

• St. Mary’s Dominican

• Ursuline Academy
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ADULT EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT BY RACE, ETHNICITY, AND GENDER

Data comes from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1980, 1990, and 2000 Decennial Censuses and American Community Survey 1-year files for 

2010 and 2016. In 1980, “Hispanic, Any Race” data is not available, and in its place the “Spanish origin” population is used. Also in 1980, 

“White, Not Hispanic” data is not available, and in its place the “White” population that is inclusive of Hispanics is used.

For the following data points, there was no significant difference at the 95% confidence level: 

n.s. = Difference between U.S. and Orleans is not significant for black females for 2016.

n.s. = Difference between white males and white females is not significant for Orleans Parish for 2016.                                                    

n.s. = Change in time is not significant for black males nor for black females nor for white males nor for Hispanic females for 

           Orleans Parish for 2010-2016.                                                                                       

n.s. = Change in time is not significant for black males nor Hispanic females for 2000-2010. 

Criminal Justice

JAIL INCARCERATION RATES BY RACE

Data comes from the City of New Orleans and U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates Program. “Local” persons held in jail include 

individuals being held pending trial, generally because they are unable to post the financial bail that has been set; individuals held 

for other resolution of their case, generally an alleged violation of probation; individuals sentenced to a short period of incarceration, 

generally for a misdemeanor offense; and individuals held for other reasons typical of a local jail. State and federal inmates held 

locally are excluded. “State” includes those who have been sentenced to prison and are awaiting transport to the Department of 

Corrections, those who have at least one sentence to DOC but may also still have other open charges, and parolees whose supervision 

has been revoked (with and without new charges). Data is based on an annual snapshot of the jail population on June 30th of each 

year. Rates are calculated using annual total population estimates (vintage 2016) for “White, not Hispanic” and “Black, not Hispanic” 

categories as denominators.
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