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Executive Summary
National future of work conversations rarely give attention to residents of the Black Rural South—
workers who have historically borne the brunt of technological change. This report provides an
introduction to the Black Rural South—156 rural counties with populations that are 35 percent
Black or higher in the Southern United States. Key findings show:
•

The Black Rural South Was an Engine of U.S. Economic Growth. For the first six decades of
the 1800s, cotton produced mostly by enslaved labor in the Black Rural South represented
over half of American exports and facilitated the development of several industries in other
regions—textile factories, banks, insurance companies, and shipping lines. By the 1860s,
the South was producing 75 percent of the world’s cotton, and the lower Mississippi Valley
was home to more millionaires than anywhere else in the United States.

•

Automation and Low-Cost Black Labor Shaped the Black Rural South. The cotton gin’s
automation of cotton seed removal eliminated the need for enslaved persons to perform
this task but triggered explosive growth in the demand for raw cotton and the rapid spread
of slavery. After the Civil War, a Jim Crow caste system evolved that maintained a large
pool of low-cost Black labor until cotton farming was automated in the 1950s and 1960s.
An abundant supply of low-cost unorganized Black labor and low taxes attracted
manufacturing to the Black Rural South, but employment in the industry has declined by
40 percent in recent years due to automation and outsourcing.

•

Deep Racial Inequality Persists in the Black Rural South. While the Black Rural South has
higher unemployment and childhood poverty rates and lower earnings than rural areas
outside of the South and the nation as a whole, much of this stems from racial inequality.
For example, in the Black Rural South 19 percent of White children live in poverty,
compared with 52 percent of Black children. On average, Whites in the Black Rural South
enjoy greater prosperity than Whites in the “White Rural South” (Southern rural counties
over 90 percent White).

•

Almost a Quarter of Jobs in the Black Rural South Could Be Displaced by Automation by
2030. Over half of all private sector workers in the Black Rural South are employed in
industries with a high potential for automation (compared with only a third of private
sector workers in the national population). The Joint Center also analyzed county-level data
compiled by the consulting firm McKinsey & Company. Based on the Joint Center’s analysis
of this data, 53 percent of the jobs in the Black Rural South are in six industries with high
potential for automation, and 24.2 percent of jobs in the Black Rural South could be
displaced by automation by 2030.

JOINT CENTER | AN INTRODUCTION TO THE FUTURE OF WORK IN THE BLACK RURAL SOUTH

2

•

Absent Intervention, Fewer New Jobs Will Be Created in the Black Rural South. Between
2001 and 2017, job growth was 31.5 percent for Southern metro areas, 21.4 percent
nationally, 6.8 percent for non-South rural areas, and negative 0.4 percent for the Black
Rural South. Absent concerted intervention, we assume these trends will continue, with
metro areas enjoying significant growth and the Black Rural South experiencing significant
job loss. While county-level data projections indicate job growth between 2017 and 2030
ranging from 6 to 17 percent for various metro areas, 1 percent for healthier rural areas,
and negative 3 percent for typical distressed rural areas, the Joint Center’s analysis of the
county-level data projects negative 9 percent job growth in the Black Rural South.

•

The Costs of Displacement Are Higher for Workers in the Black Rural South. The Black Rural
South has a slightly higher projected rate of displacement from automation (24.2 percent)
than the U.S. as a whole (23 percent), but the real danger is the combination of
displacement with high negative job growth in the Black Rural South. Many displaced
workers in metro areas with high positive job growth could have a relatively easy time
securing replacement employment. By comparison, the costs of displacement could be
much higher in the Black Rural South because displaced workers could have a much more
difficult time securing replacement employment if fewer open jobs exist in the region. The
combination of displacement and negative job growth in the Black Rural South could
increase already high unemployment and poverty rates and further reduce already low
earnings and workforce participation rates.

•

Policymakers and Private Sector Leaders Can Implement Solutions. Sustained prosperity
requires innovation, deeper investments in people, and solutions tailored to the unique
structural challenges that confront the Black Rural South. Forthcoming Joint Center
research will propose solutions for federal policymakers, the private sector, and local
leaders, such as a Black Belt Commission and targeted investments in broadband, HBCUs,
education, skills, remote learning and remote work, and entrepreneurship in the Black
Rural South.
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Introduction
Media coverage and current future of work discussions organized by big tech, traditional
industries, think tanks, and federal policymakers have largely ignored the Black Rural South. While
future of work conversations often humanize the issue by invoking “Rust Belt” factory workers and
Appalachian coal miners, they generally give little attention to residents of the Black Rural South.
Before the rise of the Industrial Midwest or Coal Country, however, the Black Rural South was the
center of the nation’s economy. The cotton gin—an innovation developed just five years after the
ratification of the U.S. Constitution—increased the demand for cheap labor to grow raw cotton
and accelerated the growth of slavery throughout the Black Rural South. For the first six decades
of the 1800s, cotton produced mostly by enslaved labor in the Black Rural South represented over
half of American exports and facilitated the development of several industries in other regions of
the United States—textile factories, cotton brokers, ports, shipping lines, banks, and insurance
companies.
As a result of cheap labor from enslaved workers, cotton evolved into the “first mass consumer
commodity,” and the U.S. quickly became the world’s second economic superpower. By the 1860s,
the South was producing 75 percent of the world’s cotton, and the lower Mississippi Valley was
home to more millionaires than anywhere else in the United States. The Black Rural South laid the
foundation for our modern industrial world and subsequent generations of American leadership
in manufacturing and other industries.
While the Emancipation Proclamation and the 13th Amendment freed enslaved people in the
1860s, our nation failed to create effective bridges for most formerly enslaved people and their
descendants to transition into better work. One of the more successful attempts—the
establishment of “free colored schools” (today’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities, or
HBCUs)—provided the origins of a debate between emphasizing skills or higher education that
continues today. Unfortunately, the nation prematurely retreated from Reconstruction and
allowed a repressive Jim Crow caste system to evolve that maintained a cheap supply of Black
labor for Southern cotton plantation owners.
This labor was replaced with automated planting, weeding, and harvesting machines between the
1940s and 1960s. This prompted the second wave of the Great Migration, in which African
Americans again moved away from the Black Rural South. The federal government promoted
automation to keep American cotton competitive internationally (cotton had been the leading
American export from 1803 to 1937) but did not provide sufficient retraining or relocation
assistance for workers who remained in the Black Rural South. And, rather than investing in
widespread education and worker training, business leaders and policymakers in the South
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attracted food processing plants, wood production, and other manufacturing jobs by promoting
an abundant supply of low-wage nonunion labor and low taxes. In recent decades, these
manufacturing jobs have declined in response to automation in manufacturing and less expensive
labor abroad. As a result, today the Black Rural South has some of the nation’s deepest pockets of
poverty, unemployment, and racial inequality.
Any national future of work discussion that excludes the Black Rural South is incomplete. We
cannot build a modern system that fully transitions American workers to a new economy without
consciously addressing the past, present, and future of the Black Rural South. Continued neglect
of the residents of the Black Rural South sets the stage to neglect the residents of other regions
with industries of declining significance, such as the Industrial Midwest and Appalachia—and,
eventually, Silicon Valley.
This report connects the history of work in the Black Rural South to contemporary discussions
about the future of work. The first section defines the Black Rural South as 156 counties that are
a part of the Black Belt of the American South. The second and third sections review the historic
and present status of work in the Black Rural South. The fourth section analyzes the potential
effect of automation on workers in the Black Rural South and reveals that while almost half of jobs
are concentrated in the five industries with the highest potential for automation, the risk of
displacement from automation is just slightly higher in the Black Rural South than across the nation
as a whole. Part V explains that despite similar displacement risks, the costs of displacement are
much higher in the Black Rural South because projected negative job growth could make it much
more difficult for displaced workers to obtain new work.
Future reports in this series will provide initial solutions for federal policymakers, private industry,
and local leaders to start to overcome the structural barriers that confront residents of the Black
Rural South.
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Defining the Black Rural South
Our report defines the “Black Rural South” as a county that both:
1) has been designated as “rural” by the U.S. Department of Agriculture; and
2) has a population that is at least 35 percent African American. (By comparison, African
Americans account for just over 12 percent of the U.S. population and 8 percent of the U.S.
rural population).1
Under our definition, the Black Rural South consists of 156 counties in ten states (Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and
Virginia).

Figure 1 156 Counties of the Black Rural South

The focus of our report overlaps with, but differs from, the “Black Belt,” as we exclude
metropolitan counties in the region, and various definitions of the “Black Belt” exist.2 Booker T.
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Washington explained that the term “Black Belt” was first used to describe a region with rich and
dark soil, that enslaved people were taken to this area because it was most profitable for
agriculture, and that eventually the term was used to describe the large numbers of African
Americans in the area.3 Over the years, researchers have defined the Black Belt using various
formulations, including Southern counties with populations that are at least 40 percent Black and
rural (147 rural counties),4 at least one-third Black (42 metro counties and 198 rural counties), 5
and at least 12 percent Black (623 metro and rural counties).6
Our definition of Black Rural South is also underinclusive of the entire Black population in the rural
South, as large concentrations of rural African Americans live in parts of counties that do not meet
our 35 percent Black threshold. Recognizing that many datasets are organized by county, we
aimed to isolate counties that were clearly part of the Black Rural South to understand the region’s
distinctive characteristics relative to other parts of the nation. Thus, the recommendations offered
in our future publications will be applicable to many Black rural communities outside of the 156
counties we define as the Black Rural South.
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The 156 counties that make up the Black Rural South are distinct from other parts of the nation.
Approximately 3.6 million people live in the Black Rural South, and African Americans—who
collectively make up 48.3 percent of the population of the region—narrowly edge out Whites as
the largest racial group.7 This is four times higher than the Black percentage of the population in
the United States as a whole and six times higher than the Black percentage of the population in
all rural counties nationwide.

Figure 2: Demographic breakdown of counties in the Black Rural South, counties in the United States, and counties in the Rural
United States8

The Black Rural South is also very Black and White—Latinos, Asian Americans, and other people
of color collectively make up only 6 percent of the Black Rural South, compared with 26 percent
of the U.S. population as a whole.
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The History of Work in the Black Rural
South
The new technology of the cotton gin in 1793 and the compelled labor of enslaved persons in the
Black Rural South allowed the United States to quickly grow to become, along with Great Britain,
one of the two first-rank economic powers in the 1800s.9 Cotton was the “first mass consumer
commodity,”10 and slave plantations were America’s “first ‘big business.’”11
After the Civil War and the end of slavery, efforts to educate Black workers and children resulted
in a network of Historically Black Colleges and Universities and a debate over whether to
emphasize skills training or classical liberal arts education that continues to shape our thinking
today. Many formerly enslaved people and their descendants continued to farm cotton as
sharecroppers, only to be displaced by the automation of cotton planting, weeding, and harvesting
between the 1940s and 1960s.

Enslaved Persons Farming Cotton Enabled Early U.S. Economic Power
Innovation and the forced unpaid labor of slavery in the Black Rural South provided the foundation
of a strong American economy. Five years after the ratification of the U.S. Constitution, Eli Whitney
invented the cotton gin, a machine that could pick seeds out of raw cotton ten times faster than
an enslaved person.12 Initially, many believed the cotton gin would reduce the need for enslaved
persons. The increased processing capacity, however, accelerated demand for cotton and for
more enslaved persons to grow the crop. The number of enslaved persons quadrupled between
1805 and 1860, and just before the Civil War over 30 percent of the population in the American
South were enslaved persons.13
While the largest percentage of enslaved Americans prior to the American Revolution were
working on tobacco plantations in Virginia and Maryland, the cotton gin shifted the center of the
slave economy to the deep South, and slavery rapidly expanded in Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi,
and Louisiana.14 By 1850, over 70 percent of enslaved persons working in agriculture in the U.S.
were “working on cotton plantations.”15 While the vast majority of these were field hands, some
worked in other capacities on plantations (e.g., butlers, waiters, maids, seamstresses, launderers,
carriage drivers, stable boys, carpenters, stonemasons, blacksmiths, millers, spinners, and
weavers).16 Only about ten percent of enslaved Africans worked in urban areas.17
Production of cotton exploded, and for the first six decades of the 1800s raw cotton accounted
for more than half of all U.S. exports.18 By 1850, the United States produced 72 percent of the
cotton used in Britain, as well as a similar percentage of that consumed in other nations in
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Europe.19 By the beginning of the U.S. Civil War, the American South was the source of threequarters of world’s cotton.20 Slavery, and the sharecropping system that replaced slavery in the
Black Rural South, made cotton the leading American export from 1803 to 1937.21

Figure 3: Cotton Exports from the United States, from 1815 to 1860, in millions of dollars. 22

Enslaved people did not just produce the nation’s largest export. By 1860, the nation’s four million
enslaved persons were the second-largest asset in the U.S. economy (only behind land).23 Enslaved
people were conservatively worth three times the amount of capital invested in manufacturing,
three times the amount invested in railroads, “seven times the amount invested in banks,” and
“about seven times the total value of all currency in circulation in the country.”24 The high value
of enslaved persons allowed their owners to use their bodies as collateral to obtain credit from
American and English banks so they could buy more tools, land, enslaved persons, and other
resources to quickly scale up their slavery operations and move into other businesses. “[B]y 1860,
there were more millionaires living in the lower Mississippi Valley than anywhere else in the United
States.”25
The Black Rural South generated significant wealth not just in the South, but throughout the
United States. Relatively inexpensive cotton resulted in rapid growth of American textile mills—
particularly in New England.26 The banking industry in New York grew as it provided textile mills
and plantation owners credit to expand their operations.27 Insurance companies grew to insure
these assets. Cotton brokers in New York emerged to trade cotton in global markets. Shipping lines
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expanded to export raw cotton and textiles from New York to other nations.28 The urbanization
facilitated by these industries created a demand for food grown in the Midwest. Innovations other
than the cotton gin developed by these other industries—such as larger cargo ships powered by
steam engines, new financial instruments, looms, and weaving machines—drove the demand for
cotton and slave labor.29
The origins of global capitalism as we know it and
the modernization of the United States as a whole
were driven in large part by the raw cotton grown
Unpaid Black labor produced
by forced labor in the Black Rural South. As Harvard
the cash crop that drove
professor Sven Beckert explains, “Just as cotton,
and with it slavery, became key to the U.S.
industrialization throughout
economy, it also moved to the center of the world
the U.S., and the development
economy
and
its
most
consequential
of our modern globallytransformations: the creation of a globally
interconnected economy.
interconnected economy, the Industrial Revolution,
the rapid spread of capitalist social relations in
many parts of the world. . . . In the first 300 years of
the expansion of capitalism, particularly the moment
after 1780 when it entered into its decisive industrial phase, it was not the small farmers of the
rough New England countryside who established the United States’ economic position. It was the
backbreaking labor of unremunerated American slaves in places like South Carolina, Mississippi,
and Alabama.”30

Black Education and the Skills vs. Liberal Arts Debate
In the 1860s the Emancipation Proclamation and the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
freed four million enslaved people, and a primary issue was transitioning them to a paid labor
market.31 Formerly enslaved people had been prohibited from learning to read and write, and
formal education and the acquisition of skills were priorities.
In 1865, Congress created the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (the
“Freedmen’s Bureau”) to set up education programs, allocate abandoned land, and take other
steps to reconstruct the South.32 With the support of the Freedmen’s Bureau and religious groups
like the American Missionary Association,33 several “free colored schools” were established.34
Many of these schools focused initially on primary and secondary learning, and eventually evolved
into teacher-training institutions and colleges (which we now refer to as Historically Black Colleges
and Universities).35 For example, the institution that is now Fayetteville State University initially
taught primary and intermediate-level grades in 1866, and it became the first state-sponsored
African American teacher training institution in the South in 1877.36 The federal Agricultural
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College Act of 1890 resulted in the establishment of an additional 16 HBCUs,37 such as the South
Carolina State Agriculture and Mechanical Institute (which is now South Carolina State
University).38
While African Americans engaged in public life during the
12 years of Reconstruction following the Civil War,39
White Southern planters, businessmen, and politicians
Different visions of Black
took advantage of the retreat of federal troops from the
educational institutions
South in the late 1870s and used racial violence to
emerged—one
discourage Black voting. White Southern interests took
emphasizing practical skills
control of state legislatures and segregated races by
and the other emphasizing
erecting Jim Crow laws, which were later upheld by the
classical liberal arts
U.S. Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson. White
Southern interests also led to the erection of Black Codes
education.
that criminalized petty offenses as well as being
unemployed, which kept Black people tied to plantations
and allowed those arrested to be leased to private companies and returned to forced labor.40
Within this context, different visions of Black educational institutions emerged—one emphasizing
the acquisition of practical skills and the other emphasizing a classical liberal arts education. In
1866, the “Fisk Free Colored School” (today known as Fisk University) was opened in Nashville as
a liberal arts school, with the belief that African Americans “needed to be educated in the social
sciences in order to lead.”41 In contrast, believing that skills and trades provided the formerly
enslaved the fastest road to resources and self-sufficiency, Union veteran General Samuel
Armstrong founded the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in Virginia in 1868 (today
known as Hampton University).42
Booker T. Washington, a graduate of Hampton who in 1881 became the first principal of Tuskegee
Normal School for Colored Teachers in Alabama (now Tuskegee University),43 became the most
prominent spokesperson for skills development. Washington focused on basic education and skills
in agriculture, industry, and domestic service because he believed those who “contribute to the
markets of the world” would be valued.44 Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois, a Fisk graduate who returned to
teach at the institution after earning a PhD at Harvard, became a leading critic. Du Bois believed
that Washington was too accommodating to Whites and pushed voting rights, civic equality with
Whites, and higher liberal arts education of African Americans.45
While appearing to be accommodating, Washington was both engaged in politics and committed
to education. Washington secretly invested money into legal challenges to Jim Crow laws, quietly
enlisted the aid of W.E.B. DuBois to fight railroad segregation in Tennessee, and worked behind
the scenes to secure the appointment of federal officials sympathetic to African Americans.46
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Washington and businessman Julius Rosenwald also developed a matching grant program that
facilitated the construction of almost 5,000 schoolhouses between 1913 and 1931, which
educated about a third of southern rural black children. Within twenty years, the “Rosenwald
Schools” reduced the Black-White education gap in Southern states from about 3.5 years to 0.5
years.47

Automating Cotton Farming and the Decline of the Black Rural South
While the invention of the cotton gin in the 1790s led to the rapid expansion of slavery and the
economic rise of White plantation owners in the Black Rural South, the development and gradual
adoption of mechanical cotton-farming machinery between the 1940s and 1960s deepened
poverty in a region that had previously relied on cheap labor.
Despite efforts to promote education and skills, many former enslaved persons and their
descendants continued to work on cotton plantations as sharecroppers.48 The Civil War
transitioned cotton production from slavery to sharecropping, but it did not change the primary
technology to grow cotton—a plow, a team of mules, a wagon, and hand tools. By 1929, three out
of four Black farmers (owners, tenants, and sharecroppers) received at least 40 percent of their
gross income from cotton. In addition, Black wage labor working for White farmers produced an
unknown—but probably considerable—amount of cotton.49 Repressive Jim Crow laws and an
abundance of formerly enslaved Black communities made labor cheap, and thus Southern planters
did not need to automate cotton production.50
The first patent for a mechanical cotton picker was issued in 1850,51 but the technology was not
sufficiently developed and commercially viable until the 1940s. While only six percent of U.S.
cotton was harvested mechanically in 1949, that number jumped to 96 percent by 1969, and the
percentage of hand-picked cotton declined accordingly.52
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Figure 4: Percentage of Cotton Harvested by Hand in the Black Rural South States, from 1949-1969.

As Professor Donald Holley wrote:
While the cotton gin was the invention that created the Old South, the modern
South is the product of the mechanical cotton picker. A century and a half after
Whitney, the South experienced another major technological innovation that
created revolutionary change. The cotton picker, which went into commercial
production after World War II, generated great fear and trepidation. The cotton gin
had set off a series of events that produced the antebellum South, bolstered
slavery, and contributed to the Civil War. The potential effect of the mechanical
cotton picker was seen as equally prodigious. This new machine symbolized a
revolution that would eliminate hand labor from the cotton harvest and free the
region from its dependence on labor-intensive agriculture. The effect on the
region’s sharecroppers was implicitly disastrous. Since many croppers were black,
this outcome seemed especially fearful. At the same time, cotton was the last major
crop to achieve full mechanization, enabling cotton farmers to work more
efficiently and earning them greater prosperity.53
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Experts differ on which technological driver was more significant in reducing the hand picking of
cotton—the lower cost of machine harvesting that displaced farm workers (decline in labor
demand), or increased wages in manufacturing that drew farm workers away from the South
(decline in labor supply). Decline in labor demand estimates range from 21 percent of the decrease
in hand picking,54 to just under 40 percent,55 to a majority.56
Before extensive roll out of automated cotton
farming, industry leaders argued that a decline in
labor supply would be the driver of automation and
cautioned against panic by workers. In 1947, in an
address entitled “The Cotton Industry’s
Responsibility in Mechanization,” the president of
the National Cotton Council claimed that
mechanization would not push workers off of farms,
but instead replace workers who had left the
South.57 Economists predicted that mechanization
would be rolled in gradually and that a maximum of
518,000 workers would be displaced by picking
machines.58

Experts differ on whether the
automation of cotton farming
stemmed more from the
lower cost of cotton machine
harvesting, or from the need
to replace workers who left
the South for higher
manufacturing wages.

Granted, factors other than the automation of cotton farming contributed to the deepening of
poverty of the Black Rural South, including the invasion of the boll weevil beetle that reduced crop
yields in infested areas by 50 percent, a failure to diversify economically, soil erosion, repressive
Jim Crow laws,59 competition from international cotton and synthetic fabrics, and the decline of
cotton prices.60 However, the automation of cotton—combined with higher-paying manufacturing
opportunities outside of the South—were key factors.61
In many ways, the automation of cotton
farming helped many Black Southerners.
Manual harvest of cotton was back straining
and monotonous,62 and automation of cotton
farming prompted many to look for higherquality work. Mechanization of cotton farming
also coincided with the American Civil Rights
Movement, and it reduced incentives for White
Southerners to defend Jim Crow to maintain a
cheap Black labor force.63

The automation of cotton farming
prompted many Black workers to
leave the South for higher-quality
work, better wages, less overt
discrimination, and more
opportunities for their children.
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Automation of cotton farming also motivated many Black workers to leave the South for better
lives with higher incomes and less overt discrimination. The share of a county’s land that was
planted with cotton predicted Black outmigration in the 1940s and 1960s, as the mechanical
cotton planter and weeder were initially phased in, and later the mechanical cotton harvester.64
From 1940 to 1970, nearly 4 million African Americans left the South in the second wave of the
Great Migration.65 While more than 90 percent of African Americans lived in the South in 1910, by
1970 most African Americans lived outside of
the South.66 Black men settling in the North
earned at least 100 percent more than those
Even through the federal
who stayed in the South.67 The children of
government heavily subsidized
Black families who left the South enjoyed high
and coordinated the automation
school graduation rates 11 percent higher than
of cotton farming, it provided
those who stayed in the South, “made $1,000
displaced workers with no
more per year in 2017 dollars, and were 11
percent less likely to be in poverty”—even
retraining or relocation assistance.
after controlling for education, occupation,
and income of parents.68
Unfortunately for those workers who were displaced and remained in the Black Rural South, the
federal government did not enact programs for “retraining or relocation assistance for displaced
farm workers,” as it does for workers experiencing trade-related job loss.69 Retraining and
relocation assistance was unavailable, even though the federal government subsidized and
promoted mechanized cotton production in an effort to keep American cotton competitive in
international markets.70 The federal government, cotton plantation owners, and farm machinery
companies effectively externalized the costs of automation onto those least positioned to bear
it—Black workers.71 The negative shift in labor demand from automation in an industry that had
previously depended on a cheap labor supply drove even deeper poverty in the Black Rural
South.72
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The Present Status of Work in the Black
Rural South
The Black Rural South, a product of the 1700s and 1800s, remains discernible today.73 A century
and a half after Emancipation, generations spent attracting businesses interested in a large supply
of low-wage, low-skill workers with few other options has had short-term benefits but long-term
costs. Unemployment, labor force participation, earnings, and childhood poverty are far worse in
the Black Rural South than in other parts of the United States. Stark racial disparities persist.
The data on the Black Rural South provide sobering insights into the future of work in the rest of
the United States. The costs of failing to develop systems for sustained and inclusive investment
in human capital (e.g., education, skills, infrastructure) are high. The data also suggest that in
developing strategies for a bright future of work in the United States, the Black Rural South
presents significant opportunities for growth.
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The Opportunity to Increase Prosperity
Policymakers and the private sector have a significant opportunity to increase prosperity in the
Black Rural South. Generally, unemployment, labor force participation, income, and child poverty
rates are worse in the region than in other parts of the United States.
For example, the Black Rural South has produced high unemployment rates for decades—
generally about 2 percentage points higher than the nation. The Black Rural South’s
unemployment rate is also more volatile than the rate in other regions. From 2000 to 2010, the
recession caused the unemployment rate in the Black Rural South to jump over 7 percentage
points, compared to only 4 percentage points in non-Southern rural counties.

Figure 5: Average Non-Seasonally Adjusted Unemployment Rates from 1990-2018. This figure is not broken down
by race.74
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A large portion of the Black Rural South’s population, both Black and White, is outside of the labor
force altogether. The region’s labor force participation rate is 51.8 percent, which is 8.1 points
lower than in rural counties outside the South and 11.6 points lower than the United States as a
whole.

Figure 6: Average Labor Force Participation Rate over 2013-2017.75
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Similarly, while household incomes of other regions have largely clustered together, household
incomes in the Black Rural South have lagged behind other regions, and the growth rate of those
incomes has slowed over the past two decades.

Figure 7: Median Household Incomes from 1989- 2017. This figure is not broken down by race, and has not been
adjusted for inflation.76

The future of work in the United States is also shaped, in part, by the percentage of children in
poverty. Just like income and unemployment, childhood poverty rates are much worse in the Black
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Rural South than in other regions and are about 10 percentage points higher than overall poverty
rates.

Figure 8: Percentage of Population Under 18 Below the Poverty Line from 1989-2017. This figure is not broken down
by race.77
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The Opportunity to Increase Racial Equity
The federal government and private employers have a significant opportunity to increase racial
equity in the Black Rural South. On most major economic indicators outside of labor force
participation, African Americans fare much worse than Whites.
For example, the unemployment rate among African Americans in the Black Rural South is 14.5
percent, compared with only 5.9 percent for Whites in the region. The White unemployment rate
in the Black Rural South is lower than the unemployment rates of the South and the U.S. as a
whole, and comparable to the unemployment rate across rural counties outside of the South.

Figure 9: Average Unemployment Rate over 2013-2017. Note that the White unemployment rate in the Southern
metro, not included in this figure, is 5.1 percent, just slightly below the White unemployment rate across the USA. 78
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Earnings data in the Black Rural South reveal similar racial disparities. Whites in the Black Rural
South earn about as much as the national average. In contrast, African Americans in the Black
Rural South earn about two-thirds the amount of Whites in the Black Rural South and just over
half of the amount of Whites nationwide.

Figure 10: Median Earnings in the Past 12 Months among Population 16 Years and Older with Earnings in the Past
12 Months, Averaged over 2013-2017. Note that the median earnings for Whites in the South metro, not included in
this graph, are $36,216.79
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Not surprisingly, the Black Rural South’s racial disparities in unemployment and income are
reflected in racial disparities in the percentage of children who live poverty.

Figure 11: Percentage of Population Under 18 that is Below the Poverty Line, averaged over 2013-2017. Note that
the Child Poverty Rate among Whites in the Southern metro counties, omitted from this graph, is 11 percent.80
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The racial inequality in the Black Rural South is illustrated, in part, by the fact that White people in
the region have unemployment and poverty rates comparable to those of other rural Whites
throughout the United States. Indeed, despite high Black poverty rates in the Black Rural South,
Whites living in the Black Rural South have much lower poverty rates than Whites who live in
southern rural counties with few African Americans (over 90 percent White; see the chart below).
A similar pattern exists for unemployment rates (the unemployment rate for Whites in the Black
Rural South is 5.9 percent, compared with 5.2 percent for Whites in non-Southern rural counties
and 7.0 percent for Whites in Southern rural counties that are at least 90 percent White).

Figure 12: Percentage of White Population for which Poverty Status is Determined to be Below the Poverty Line,
averaged over 2013-2017.81
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Automation and Displacement in the
Black Rural South
A combination of factors make workers in the Black Rural South—particularly Black workers—
vulnerable to displacement through automation, including low educational attainment and an
overreliance on industries at high risk to automation.

Low Educational Attainment Increases Automation Displacement Risk
In 2016, the Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce found that 78 percent of jobs
lost in the 2007-2009 recession were jobs for workers who had a high school diploma or less.82
The Georgetown Center also found that 99 percent of the jobs added following the recession went
to workers with at least some college education (73 percent of the new jobs went to those with a
bachelor’s degree or higher).83
In light of the large number of people in the Black Rural South with only a high school diploma or
less, automation could hit the region hard—in terms of both displacement and challenges in
securing future employment. The McKinsey Global Institute, a leading think tank that analyzes the
impacts of the future of work, predicts that a person with a high school diploma or less is four
times more likely to be in an occupation vulnerable to automation than a person with a bachelor’s
degree,84 and up to “14 times more vulnerable than someone with a graduate degree.”85 As shown
below, over 60 percent of African Americans in the Black Rural South have a high school diploma
or less, and they make up the largest share of those who are in the group that is more likely to be
in an occupation vulnerable to automation.
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Figure 13: Distribution of Educational Attainment averaged over 2013-2017
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Large Portion of Workforce in Industries with High Automation Potential
In the Black Rural South, a significant percentage of the private sector workforce is employed in
the six industries with the highest percentage of work activities that could be automated (all had
an automation potential over 50 percent).86 Manufacturing, retail trade, agriculture,87
accommodation and food services, transportation and warehousing, and mining account for over
half of private sector employment in the Black Rural South, but only a third of private sector
employment nationwide. Particular occupations associated with these industries—such as
production work and machine operations workers, food service workers, and office support
workers—are particularly prone to displacement through automation.88

Figure 14:Share of Employment in Industries with High (Greater than 50 percent) Potential for Automation
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Conversely, the six industries with the lowest automation potential account for a relatively small
share of employment in the Black Rural South. Compared with non-South rural counties and the
nation as a whole, the Black Rural South has a high percentage of residents who work in industries
with high potential for automation, and a low percentage of residents who work in industries with
a low potential for automation.

Figure 15:Share of Employment in Industries with Low Potential for Automation
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Black Rural South Displacement Rates Slightly Higher
Distinct from a region’s percentage of private sector jobs in industries with high potential for
automation is the percentage of job activities in all industries that can be automated using today’s
technology. For example, a nurse’s job activity of entering data of a patient’s vital statistics into a
computer could possibly be automated, whereas job activities that require higher cognitive skills
(e.g., recognizing a patient’s sarcasm) or social and emotional skills (e.g., empathizing with a
patient’s pain) may defy automation with today’s technology.
A Joint Center analysis of county-level data provided by the McKinsey Global Institute found that
53 percent of the jobs in the Black Rural South are in six industries with high potential for
automation. The most-prominent employers in these counties are in manufacturing (including
food processing), which has numerous jobs that have a large percentage of job activities
susceptible to automation.
Another indicator is a prediction of the percentage of all workers in a region that could be
displaced by automation by 2030. According to the Joint Center’s analysis of the county-level data,
24.2 percent of workers in Black Rural South counties could be displaced by automation by 2030.89
By comparison, 23 percent of workers nationwide, 18 percent of workers in the least-affected
places, and up to one-third of workers in the most-affected places could be displaced by 2030.90
This data accounts for the fact that employers in low-wage areas like the Black Rural South have
fewer incentives to invest resources to adopt new technologies that result in displacement.91
As shown in the next section, while displacement rates in the Black Rural South are only slightly
higher than the national average, the costs of displacement are likely to be much higher in the
Black Rural South than most areas of the nation.
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Higher Costs of Displacement to
Workers in the Black Rural South
While the Black Rural South’s projected rate of displacement from automation is only slightly
higher than the U.S. as a whole, the consequences of displacement are much more severe in the
Black Rural South. Compared with workers in metro areas with significant projected job growth,
displaced workers in the Black Rural South could have a much more difficult time securing
comparable replacement employment due to fewer open jobs.

The Black Rural South Has Projected Negative Job Growth
While most areas of the United States have enjoyed moderate to significant employment since
2001, the Black Rural South has experienced negative employment growth. Absent concerted
intervention, we expect these trends to continue into the future.

Figure 16: Percentage change in Private Non-Farm Employment between 2001 & 2017. Data is for counties in the
Black Rural South, rural counties outside the South, Southern metro counties, Southern counties, and the entire U.S.
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Much of the Black Rural South’s job loss comes from the decline of manufacturing, likely due to
outsourcing and automation.92 As demonstrated by the chart below, the Black Rural South lost
over 100,000 manufacturing jobs from 2001 to 2017—or almost 40 percent of the region’s
manufacturing jobs. This loss is twice as high as the loss in non-South rural counties.

Figure 17: Changes in employment in the Black Rural South by Industry between 2001 & 2017
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At the same time, the Black Rural South enjoyed minimal growth of professional, scientific, and
technical services jobs, which include a wide range of growing occupations, from scientific
research to computer systems design to legal services. These jobs grew at rates twice as high in
non-Rural South counties and nearly five times higher in South Metro counties.

Figure 18: Percentage change in employment in Manufacturing and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services
industries between 2001 and 2017.93

Absent significant policy interventions providing pathways to a new economy for the Black Rural
South or an unanticipated variable (e.g., an untreatable virus that affects only metro areas), we
assume these trends will continue over the next decade. Metro areas will likely enjoy significant
job growth, and the Black Rural South will likely experience significant job loss.
The Joint Center’s analysis of county-level data indicates projected net job growth of negative 9
percent for the Black Rural South between 2017 and 2030. By comparison, distressed rural areas
nationwide could on average experience net job growth of negative 3 percent, healthier rural
areas could experience net job growth of 1 percent, and various types of metro areas could
experience net job growth of 6 to 17 percent.94
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Fewer Replacement Jobs Increases Costs of Displacement to Workers
While automation will displace a significant share of workers in metro hubs and high-growth
areas,95 vibrant job growth in these and many other areas of the nation will significantly outpace
job loss. In contrast, under current predictions, jobs lost in the Black Rural South due to automation
will be offset by much less job growth.96 Therefore, workers in the Black Rural South will have a
more difficult time obtaining new employment following displacement.
Many Black workers in both metro areas and the Black Rural South are currently concentrated in
occupations at higher risk to automation, and if displaced they may be less likely to possess the
credentials to obtain a new job with similar compensation and benefits. The unique hurdle faced
by the Black worker in the Black Rural South is that even when she secures the credentials, fewer
open replacement jobs could exist within commuting distance of her home due to negative job
growth.
The difference between the costs of displacement in metro areas and the Black Rural South is
similar to the difference between playing a game of musical chairs that adds a chair every time the
music starts (the metro areas) and playing traditional musical chairs that subtracts a chair every
time the music starts (the Black Rural South). Workers would be much more likely to secure an
open chair when the music stops in the game that adds chairs (the metro areas).
Displacement will not always come in the form of mass layoffs—it may come from natural attrition
and decisions by employers not to refill positions with new workers.97 Nevertheless, even
displacement through attrition means there will likely be fewer open jobs for new workers
entering the job market in the Black Rural South due to the combination of both displacement and
projected negative job growth.
For workers in the Black Rural South, the combination of displacement and negative job growth
could lead to searching for remote work online, dropping out of the workforce, or moving to
another area with more jobs. On a larger scale, the mix of displacement and negative job growth
could increase already high unemployment and poverty rates in the Black Rural South, and further
reduce already low earnings and workforce participation rates.
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Conclusion
For too long, the economy of the Black Rural South has been built on the low-wage or no-wage
labor of Black workers, with inadequate investment in people. Plantation owners, low-skill
manufacturing companies, and many others prospered by preserving an ample supply of cheap
Black labor. In the past several decades, however, low-skill manufacturing jobs have declined due
to automation and outsourcing.
Generations spent promoting an ample supply of low-cost Black labor and actively discouraging
and/or failing to invest in education for Black communities have put the region at a disadvantage.
The Black Rural South is projected to experience significant job loss in the future, while metro
areas and high-growth hubs with educated, skilled, and adaptable labor forces are projected to
experience significant job growth.
The different projected job growth rates also make displacement due to automation more costly
to workers in the Black Rural South. While the region has an automation displacement rate that is
only slightly higher than the rest of the nation, the consequences of displacement are much more
severe for workers in the Black Rural South. The region’s projected negative job growth means
that displaced workers in the Black Rural South could find it much more difficult to secure
replacement employment, which could increase unemployment and poverty rates.
Economic distress and racial inequity for residents of the Black Rural South, however, are not
inevitable. To learn how the federal government, the private sector, and local leaders can use this
moment of disruption to help the Black Rural South facilitate remote work, stimulate growth by
shifting away from low-wage unskilled work, and provide infrastructure and resources aimed at
improving education, skills, entrepreneurship, and new types of careers and industries, read future
Joint Center reports in this series.
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Appendix
Counties in the Black Rural South
County

State

Barbour County

AL

Percent
Black
48.0

Bullock County

AL

75.6

Butler County

AL

Chambers County

AL

Choctaw County

Percent
White
46.6

County

State

Ben Hill County

GA

Percent
Black
36.2

Percent
White
60.0

21.9

Calhoun County

GA

60.7

33.8

44.9

52.4

Clay County

GA

64.3

30.3

39.3

57.7

Crisp County

GA

43.2

53.5

AL

42.3

56.5

Decatur County

GA

42.1

52.4

Clarke County

AL

45.7

53.2

Dooly County

GA

49.7

43.8

Conecuh County

AL

46.5

51.3

Early County

GA

51.0

46.2

Dallas County

AL

70.4

28.2

Greene County

GA

35.9

59.0

Greene County

AL

80.3

17.1

Hancock County

GA

73.0

24.5

Macon County

AL

82.2

15.8

Jefferson County

GA

54.3

43.3

Marengo County

AL

54.1

45.4

Jenkins County

GA

35.8

61.2

Monroe County

AL

41.5

55.1

Laurens County

GA

36.9

59.8

Perry County

AL

69.6

29.7

Macon County

GA

59.3

34.9

Pike County

AL

38.0

57.1

Mitchell County

GA

47.6

49.3

Sumter County

AL

70.8

24.7

Quitman County

GA

50.7

42.5

Wilcox County

AL

72.1

26.9

Randolph County

GA

59.7

36.7

Chicot County

AR

54.2

43.2

Screven County

GA

41.7

55.8

Dallas County

AR

40.3

55.0

Stewart County

GA

50.3

27.7

Desha County

AR

47.5

48.6

Sumter County

GA

52.4

42.2

Lafayette County

AR

37.9

60.0

Talbot County

GA

56.6

42.1

Lee County

AR

56.9

41.9

Taliaferro County

GA

61.8

37.0

Mississippi County

AR

35.1

60.9

Taylor County

GA

40.4

57.5

Monroe County

AR

40.8

55.8

Telfair County

GA

42.9

54.6

Ouachita County

AR

40.9

57.2

Thomas County

GA

35.8

60.0

Phillips County

AR

62.8

36.2

Troup County

GA

35.2

59.0

St. Francis County

AR

55.6

41.3

Turner County

GA

42.9

55.4

Hamilton County

FL

35.1

60.4

Warren County

GA

60.6

37.2

Madison County

FL

39.1

57.7

Washington County

GA

53.1

45.0

Baldwin County

GA

41.5

54.2

Webster County

GA

48.8

49.4
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County

State

Wheeler County

GA

Percent
Black
42.2

Wilcox County

GA

35.5

Wilkes County

GA

Wilkinson County

Percent
White
57.3

County

State

Lauderdale County

MS

Percent
Black
42.9

Percent
White
54.5

62.5

Leake County

MS

42.4

51.2

42.5

52.8

Leflore County

MS

73.2

24.5

GA

38.2

58.8

Lowndes County

MS

43.5

53.9

Bienville Parish

LA

41.5

55.7

MS

42.1

54.0

Claiborne Parish

LA

51.3

46.0

Concordia Parish

LA

41.1

57.7

Montgomery
County
Noxubee County

MS

72.1

27.3

East Carroll Parish

LA

71.6

27.8

Oktibbeha County

MS

37.1

57.7

Lincoln Parish

LA

40.6

53.8

Panola County

MS

50.4

48.5

Madison Parish

LA

63.5

35.7

Pike County

MS

53.3

44.7

Morehouse Parish

LA

47.9

49.8

Quitman County

MS

71.0

27.9

Natchitoches
Parish
Red River Parish

LA

40.9

54.0

Scott County

MS

38.5

57.7

Sharkey County

MS

72.3

26.9

LA

37.5

57.6

Sunflower County

MS

74.0

24.9

Richland Parish

LA

36.1

61.8

Tallahatchie County

MS

47.2

35.6

St. Landry Parish

LA

41.0

56.2

Walthall County

MS

45.8

53.1

Tensas Parish

LA

55.4

43.9

Warren County

MS

50.2

48.0

Adams County

MS

53.2

42.6

Washington County

MS

71.9

25.9

Amite County

MS

42.0

57.6

Wayne County

MS

40.5

57.8

Attala County

MS

42.9

54.1

Wilkinson County

MS

71.3

27.9

Bolivar County

MS

64.2

32.8

Winston County

MS

47.3

50.6

Chickasaw County

MS

43.3

53.7

Yalobusha County

MS

40.1

58.6

Claiborne County

MS

86.9

12.1

Anson County

NC

48.6

48.0

Clarke County

MS

35.1

63.8

Bertie County

NC

62.0

35.3

Clay County

MS

59.0

39.8

Greene County

NC

35.9

57.9

Coahoma County

MS

77.2

21.6

Halifax County

NC

52.8

40.2

Covington County

MS

36.1

62.6

Hertford County

NC

58.0

35.5

Franklin County

MS

36.0

63.7

Lenoir County

NC

39.3

55.1

Grenada County

MS

43.3

55.4

Martin County

NC

41.9

54.4

Holmes County

MS

83.2

15.8

NC

57.1

39.7

Humphreys County

MS

75.5

21.6

Issaquena County

MS

64.9

34.3

Northampton
County
Pasquotank County

NC

36.3

58.8

Jasper County

MS

54.1

45.1

Scotland County

NC

38.7

44.9

Jefferson County

MS

86.4

13.2

Tyrrell County

NC

35.7

55.1

Jefferson Davis
County
Kemper County

MS

61.6

38.0

Vance County

NC

50.0

44.0

Warren County

NC

50.4

40.1

MS

60.3

35.9
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County

State

Washington County

NC

Percent
Black
48.2

Percent
White
46.9

Wilson County

NC

39.7

50.8

Allendale County

SC

73.8

25.1

Bamberg County

SC

61.5

36.0

Barnwell County

SC

45.4

51.7

Clarendon County

SC

48.6

49.2

Colleton County

SC

38.1

57.0

Dillon County

SC

47.3

47.5

Hampton County

SC

53.2

42.7

Lee County

SC

64.4

33.0

McCormick County

SC

47.5

50.0

Marion County

SC

56.7

40.3

Marlboro County

SC

50.4

41.1

Orangeburg County

SC

61.9

34.1

Williamsburg
County
Hardeman County

SC

65.2

32.0

TN

41.5

56.0

Haywood County

TN

50.0

45.5

Brunswick County

VA

54.2

42.2

Essex County

VA

37.8

55.6

Greensville County

VA

57.9

39.6

Halifax County

VA

36.0

60.7

Mecklenburg
County
Nottoway County

VA

35.7

61.7

VA

40.3

56.9

Surry County

VA

45.6

52.5

Covington City

VA

49.2

45.7

Danville City

VA

64.3

32.8

Galax City

VA

50.1

41.8

Martinsville City

VA

40.7

49.0

Norton City

VA

75.7

17.2
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