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Foreword

Earlier this year at Davos, Mark Carney, the Prime Minister of Canada, invoked Václav Havel’s story of 
a greengrocer who quietly removed a regime’s propaganda slogan from his shop window. It was a 
small act, but it was also a refusal to “live within a lie.” Every day, we all make choices about what 
we leave in the window, what we take down, and what truths we are willing to face.

This is a moment for leaders to stop treating truth as a liability and start treating it as a 
responsibility.

Today, too many leaders are being encouraged to 
treat hard evidence about economic inequality, 
especially its racial dimensions, as too risky, too 
divisive, or too politically inconvenient to name. 
Recent legal and political developments, including 
Callais, have deepened that fear. But turning away 
from the data does not make inequality disappear. 
It makes our democracy weaker, our economy more 
fragile, and our shared future less secure. Silence 
and retreat effectively become risk deferral, not risk 
management.

This paper asks 
policymakers and 
business leaders to look 
directly at how wealth 
is created in America, 
how it is distributed, and 
who is excluded from its 
gains.

This paper asks policymakers and business leaders to look directly at how wealth is created 
in America, how it is distributed, and who is excluded from its gains. With America producing 
its first trillionaire this year, the findings are stark. White households hold $285,000 in median 
wealth, compared with $44,900 for Black households and $61,600 for Hispanic households. White 
households also own 92.1% of corporate equity and mutual fund value, while Black households 
own 1.5% and Hispanic households 1.9%. So when public companies spend hundreds of billions of 
dollars repurchasing their own shares, those gains flow through a system already engineered by 
extreme wealth concentration and reinforce its effects.

Such stark data should not be read as a rivalry among groups, but as evidence that extreme wealth 
concentration is failing us all. Because wealth is concentrated so heavily at the very top, most 
white families are not the primary beneficiaries of this system either. A K-shaped economy—with a 
small share of households enjoying extraordinary gains while most people struggle to build lasting 
security—breaks the basic promise that hard work will lead to opportunity, mobility, and a fair shot 
at building wealth. It unfairly advantages a select few while leaving most households with too little 
economic security, in turn creating instability and making America weaker.

Stock buybacks—and the shareholder primacy model driving them—are often treated as technical 
matters of corporate law and finance. They are not. They are governance questions: Are corporate 
resources being deployed to support innovation, productive capacity, workforce resilience, and 
long-term value creation? Are capital allocation decisions governed by a disciplined framework that 
balances shareholder returns with investment in the people, capabilities, and market conditions on 
which business performance depends? Are markets designed to meet people’s needs, reward real 
value creation, and enable broad-based wealth-building—or to concentrate wealth among those 
already positioned at the top?
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Market rules should be fair for everyone. If winning in the marketplace depends on others being 
locked out of wealth-building, the market is not functioning as it should—and it must be fixed.

Grounded in rigorous data, this paper offers a practical path forward:

	 For policymakers: stronger guardrails on stock buybacks, improved disclosure, limits 
on insider gain, executive compensation reform, and a broader rebalancing of corporate 
governance toward long-term value creation.

	 For business leaders and boards: responsible capital allocation policies, investment in 
workers, living wages, broad-based ownership and profit-sharing, reasonable executive 
compensation, and civic engagement that supports—not undermines—market integrity 
and shared prosperity.

These reforms benefit everyone. They strengthen businesses by supporting innovation, 
productivity, workforce resilience, and long-term performance. They strengthen communities by 
enabling more working households to build wealth and economic security. They deliver shareholder 
returns oriented toward long-term value creation and the health of systems we all rely on. They 
strengthen markets by reducing distortion and restoring trust. And they strengthen democracy by 
showing that when we design economic systems to include those historically excluded, we build 
stronger systems for everyone.

Inequality is not inevitable and solving it does not require pitting groups against each other. 
Everyone’s well-being is non-negotiable. We must be able to handle the truth in the data and 
govern for all. A thriving economy, a stable democracy, and a strong America depend on it.

Mahlet Getachew, Managing Director, 
Corporate Program, PolicyLink

Irit Tamir, Senior Director, Corporate 
Accountability and Worker Justice and Senior 

Legal Advisor, Oxfam America
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This paper examines how shareholder primacy and stock buybacks 
contribute to wealth inequality in the United States, with particular 
attention to their role in widening the racial wealth gap. It finds that 
because corporate equity ownership is highly concentrated among 
wealthy households—and overwhelmingly concentrated among white 
households—the growing use of stock buybacks channels corporate 
wealth disproportionately to those already positioned to benefit from 
asset appreciation, while excluding many workers and households 
from those gains. Drawing on Survey of Consumer Finances and 
Distributional Financial Accounts data, the paper shows that 
corporate equity ownership has become an increasingly important 
driver of the racial asset gap, and that the wealth generated by 
trillions of dollars of stock buybacks has flowed overwhelmingly 
to already wealthy white households. The findings suggest that 
addressing the harmful effects of stock buybacks will require a 
combination of public policy reforms, stronger market guardrails, and 
changes in corporate governance and capital allocation practices to 
promote more productive investment, broad-based wealth creation, 
and long-term economic prosperity.

Abstract
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A well-functioning economy should expand opportunity, reward productive investment, and 
enable broad-based wealth creation. Markets are essential to that project, but they depend on 
rules, incentives, and corporate practices that determine whether capital is allocated toward 
innovation, workforce investment, and long-term value creation—or toward financial strategies 
that disproportionately enrich those already positioned to benefit from asset appreciation. For 
policymakers and business leaders, the key question is not just whether markets are creating 
wealth, but also whether market rules, incentives, and corporate practices are oriented toward 
long-term enterprise value, innovation, and fair opportunities for all workers to build wealth.

Stock buybacks are a critical test of that question. In principle, returning capital to shareholders 
may be appropriate when firms have no productive use for excess cash. In practice, the scale 
and structure of open-market share repurchases have made buybacks a powerful mechanism for 
raising share prices and reinforcing existing wealth concentration. When corporations use large 
portions of earnings to repurchase their own shares, they also reduce the resources available for 
productive investment, workforce compensation, and long-term competitiveness. 

This paper examines stock buybacks as a largely 
overlooked market distortion: a practice that weakens 
market integrity, amplifies wealth inequality, and 
reinforces racial disparities. It makes the case for 
reforming stock buybacks by enacting more meaningful 
guardrails to ensure capital markets serve their proper 
function—that is, financing productive enterprise, 
fostering innovation, supporting fair competition, and 
enabling more households to share in the gains of 
economic growth.

The paper begins by analyzing the racial wealth gap 
in the United States, which is persistent, growing, and 
driven by the intergenerational transmission of wealth based in a long history of structural racism. 
While median wealth for white households was $285,000 in 2022, Black households held just 
$44,900 at the median and Hispanic households just $61,600 (Survey of Consumer Finances 2022). 
While labor market discrimination and unequal access to housing wealth are well documented 
drivers of the racial wealth gap, the shareholder primacy model that has come to shape U.S. 
corporate governance—under which boards and executives are evaluated primarily by their ability 
to deliver shareholder returns—is a relatively unexamined contributing factor. 

Next, the paper analyzes a key mechanism amplifying the racial wealth gap: How the stark 
disparities in corporate equity holdings by race and ethnicity increase the racial wealth gap. White 
households own 92.1% of all corporate equity and mutual fund value, while Black households 
own just 1.5% and Hispanic households hold 1.9%. In 2024, white, non-Hispanic households 
made up 63% of the population, while Black households were 15% and Hispanic households were 
16%, showing that their respective holdings of corporate equity are far out of proportion to their 

1. Introduction 

This paper examines 
stock buybacks as a 
largely overlooked 
market distortion: a 
practice that weakens 
market integrity, 
amplifies wealth 
inequality, and reinforces 
racial disparities. 
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distribution across the population.1 We examine the impact of equity ownership disparities on the 
gap in assets held by households and find that corporate equity ownership now accounts for 29% 
of the total racial asset gap, up from 10% in 1989. In other words, corporate equity holdings have 
become an increasingly important factor in the racial wealth gap over the last several decades. 

We then examine the impact of large-scale open-
market share repurchases—transactions in which 
public companies spend large sums to buy back 
their own outstanding shares in the secondary 
market, often reducing share count, increasing 
earnings per share, and boosting the market price 
of their remaining listed shares. The scale of this 
activity is substantial and growing. In 2024 alone, 
S&P 500 companies spent a record $942.5 billion 
repurchasing their own shares. Combined with 
dividends, shareholder payments now regularly 
exceed 100% of corporate profits, channeling all 
earnings to shareholders rather than retaining funds 
for productive investment and worker compensation.  
We find that the extreme concentration of corporate 
equity holdings means the wealth generated 
by trillions of dollars of stock buyback activity 
overwhelmingly benefits already wealthy white 
households. 

Moreover, because the shareholder primacy model incentivizes executives to cut labor costs to 
boost share prices, workers of color face a double burden: They are excluded from shareholder 
gains while bearing the brunt of wage suppression and downsizing.

These findings have important policy and practice implications. On policy, reforms that curb the 
market distortions of stock buybacks and restructure executive compensation to disincentivize 
excessive buybacks could help reduce the racial wealth gap and enable broad-based prosperity. 
They would do so by creating guardrails and recalibrating incentives that shift corporate resources 
away from short-term value extraction and toward productive investment, workforce compensation, 
and long-term enterprise value—while ensuring that workers, including those from Black and 
Hispanic households, have meaningful opportunities to build wealth more aligned with the value 
they create. Policymakers, business leaders, and advocates looking to reduce the racial wealth 
gap and enable broad-based prosperity should include more robust guardrails for stock buybacks 
as part of their broader economic policy agendas to promote fairer, more productive, and more 
sustainable capital allocation. 

On business practices, public company boards and executives do not need to wait for new 
regulation to act. The shareholder primacy model of U.S. corporate governance is not a statutory 
command requiring directors and executives to maximize share price in every corporate decision. 
Rather, it is a governance orientation shaped by legal norms, narrow interpretations of corporate 
law precedents, capital market expectations, investor pressure, and compensation structures 

1 	 Data on households is from the U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey ASEC, Table A-2, while the data on 
households holding shares of corporate equity is from the Federal Reserve. 

In 2024 alone, S&P 
500 companies spent 
a record $942.5 billion 
repurchasing their 
own shares. Combined 
with dividends, 
shareholder payments 
now regularly exceed 
100% of corporate 
profits, channeling all 
earnings to shareholders 
rather than retaining 
funds for productive 
investment and worker 
compensation. 
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that center shareholder returns in board and management decision-making. That orientation has 
practical consequences for other core dimensions of business performance (e.g., investments 
in innovation, productive capacity, and workforce health) that are often treated as secondary, 
notwithstanding the crucial role they play in long-term value creation. Public companies can make 
different choices by adopting formal capital allocation policies that evaluate buybacks, dividends, 
executive and worker compensation, and business reinvestment as part of the same governance 
question: Whether corporate resources are being deployed to support long-term value creation, 
broad-based prosperity, and durable enterprise performance. 

The practical governance reforms laid out in this paper are intended as tools of effective 
board oversight, proactive risk management, and responsible capital allocation that can help 
corporations assess whether their capital allocation decisions are strengthening the enterprise 
and broadening economic opportunity—or distorting markets and reinforcing the wealth 
concentration this paper documents.

The Buyback Divide: How Stock Buybacks Distort Markets and Deepen Wealth Inequality 9



A. The Enduring Racial Wealth Gap in the United States 

The racial wealth gap in the United States is persistent and growing, driven by intergenerational 
wealth transfers, the history and current effects of structural racism, and differential returns to 
assets (Darity and Hamilton 2012). While there is a wide literature on the drivers of the racial wealth 
gap, much of the research focuses on the overall gap, real estate assets and mortgages, and tax 
policy, while there is less research on the impacts of financial assets on the racial wealth gap, 
including corporate equity holdings (Lin and Dominguez 2023; Palladino 2022). This section provides 
a brief overview of the racial wealth gap in the United States, leaving a focus on the specific impact 
of financial assets on the racial wealth gap to later sections. 

The racial wealth gap in America has deep historical roots that extend back to slavery and its 
immediate aftermath (Derenoncourt et al. 2022). On the eve of the Civil War in 1860, the white-to-
Black per capita wealth ratio stood at 56:1. Following emancipation in 1870, this ratio fell to 23:1. 
Over the subsequent decades, convergence continued, with the gap narrowing to 10:1 by 1920 and 
9:1 by 1930. This convergence occurred despite the dismantling of many Reconstruction-era civil 
rights protections and systematic exclusion from land, housing, and capital markets that severely 
constrained Black Americans’ ability to accumulate wealth through capital gains. From 1930 to 
1980, there was steady convergence at rates approaching 1–1.5% annually, but this progress 
stalled around the 1980s and eventually reversed course (Derenoncourt et al. 2022).

The shift in wealth dynamics since the 1980s 
fundamentally transformed the nature of the racial 
wealth gap. As booming asset markets and rising 
wealth-to-income ratios gave greater prominence 
to capital gains over savings flows, the composition 
of household portfolios became increasingly 
determinative of wealth accumulation (Lin and 
Dominguez 2023). Stock equity has appreciated 
five times as much as housing wealth since 1950, 
and white households—particularly wealthy white 
households—have held substantially greater 
shares of their wealth in stocks compared to Black 
households. This divergence in portfolio composition 
has driven a “dramatic worsening of the capital gains 
gap” over the past 70 years (Derenoncourt et al. 2022, 
19). The resulting dynamic has linked the evolution 
of the Black-white racial wealth gap directly to the 
overall rise in wealth inequality in the United States, 
as gains from financial assets have disproportionately 
accrued to already wealthy white households. 

2. Background 

The entrenchment of 
stock-based asset 
accumulation as the 
primary driver of 
wealth inequality since 
the 1980s means that 
merely equalizing 
access to financial 
markets or encouraging 
diversification into 
equities cannot, on 
its own, close a gap 
rooted in 160 years of 
compounding economic 
exclusion.
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For Latine, Native American, and Asian households, though different histories of racism and 
colonialism have impacted these communities, structural racism and dispossession has also 
reinforced the initial racial wealth gaps. Even under a counterfactual scenario of equal post-
emancipation wealth accumulation—identical savings rates and capital gains across racial 
groups—Derenoncourt et al. estimates that the white-to-Black household wealth gap would still 
be 3:1 today (Derenoncourt et al. 2022).2 The entrenchment of stock-based asset accumulation 
as the primary driver of wealth inequality since the 1980s means that merely equalizing access 
to financial markets or encouraging diversification into equities cannot, on its own, close a gap 
rooted in 160 years of compounding economic exclusion. 

Why is the racial wealth gap so persistent over time? Stratification economists3 describe the 
persistence of intergroup inequalities based on the concepts of identity-group investment and 
group-based agency (Chelwa et al. 2022). Rather than differences in income and wealth based 
on individual characteristics, as neoclassical economists argue, understanding “whiteness as 
property” and its evolution in U.S. economic history and law clarifies that “whiteness became the 
basis of racialized privilege—a type of status in which white racial identity provided the basis for 
allocating societal benefits both private and public in character” (Harris 1993, 1709). Stratification 
economics explains “intergroup disparity as driven by uneven intergenerational transmission of 
resources and advantages across social groups” (Darity 2022, 401). In other words, stratification 
economics recognizes the “institutionalization of a hierarchy of dominant and subordinate 
statuses among racial groups” (Stewart and Coleman 2005, 124). This is why wealth inequality, 
which compounds over generations, is much greater between households of different races and 
ethnicities than income gaps, which can be addressed more easily by education and employment 
gains. 

The most recent data from the 2022 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) shows a persistent racial 
wealth gap. While median wealth for white households was $285,000, Black households held 
$44,900 at the median, while Hispanic households held $61,6004 (Aladangady et al. 2023).5 While 
wealth for both Black and Hispanic households has grown over the last decade, the dollar amount 
of the racial wealth gap relative to white households also continued to grow. Comparing the gaps 
over time, since the Great Recession, the typical Black and Hispanic households have held about 
$10–$15 of wealth for every $100 held by the median white household. Looking over a longer period 
and focusing just on assets, since the SCF started in 1989, median asset gaps have widened. In 
1989, the Black-white median asset gap was $167,380 and the Hispanic-white asset gap was 
$191,890; by 2022, the gaps had reached $311,000 and $314,630, respectively (all figures in 2022 
dollars). 

2 	 Using an original data series, the authors model a counterfactual in which white and African American households 
accumulated wealth at equal rates post-emancipation in 1864, showing the importance of the “vastly different starting 
conditions under slavery” (Derenoncourt et al. 2022, 2). 

3 	 “Stratification economics” is a specific field within economics, defined by leading scholars in the field as the branch 
of economics that “explicitly incorporates the concepts of identity-group investment and group-based agency in the 
construction of identity group hierarchies” (Chelwa et al. 2022, 377). It has been developed by leading economists as a 
response to human capital theory, which posits that market forces will eliminate disparities based on discrimination. See 
Chelwa et. al (2022) for a description of the development of the field, the key literature, and its agreed-upon core tenets. 

4 	 The SCF itself uses the term “Hispanic,” so for consistency, we use the term here. 
5 	 Mean wealth for white and Asian households is much higher than the median due to a small number of extremely 

wealthy households who are almost entirely white and Asian. White households are 80% of all households with between 
$500,000–$1,000,000 in wealth and are 92% of all households with over $5 million in wealth (Schuster and Ciurczak 2024).
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Income growth also differs across race and ethnicity. Using the SCF for consistency, from 2019 to 
2022, while incomes increased 1% for the typical white household, the typical Black household’s 
income fell by 2%, and the typical Hispanic household’s income fell by 1%.6,7 As disposable income 
helps families save and invest, income disparities contribute to how the wealth gap will evolve. Labor 
market discrimination means that workers of color are more likely to earn lower incomes and hold jobs 
in lower-paid fields, even when holding education and other factors constant (Mason 2023). 

Another way to look at the racial wealth gap is to understand the economic gains from racial 
equity (Buckman et al. 2021). A 2021 analysis from the Brookings Institute shows that eliminating 
the earnings gap in labor market earnings would add $660 billion to gross domestic product (GDP) 
directly, with a multiplier effect resulting in $1.115–1.4 trillion dollars. Economist Michelle Holder 
examines the “double gap” faced by African American women (i.e., the compounding impacts 
of racial and gender discrimination) and finds that if the double gap were eliminated, African 
American’s women’s wages would increase by $50 billion in 2017 dollars annually (Holder 2020).

B. The Role of Stock Buybacks in the Racial Wealth Gap

a) The Shareholder Primacy Model of U.S. Corporate Governance

Under U.S. corporate law, boards and executives retain authority to oversee and manage the 
business and affairs of the corporation, while shareholders exercise defined governance rights, 
including electing directors and approving certain fundamental transactions like mergers and 
acquisitions. The shareholder primacy model operates within that legal structure as a powerful 
governance orientation—reinforced by fiduciary duty norms, corporate law precedents that are 
often interpreted as requiring shareholder value maximization, capital market expectations, 
investor pressure, and equity-based compensation structures—that often centers shareholder 
returns in board and management decision-making. 

What this means in practice is that the interests of shareholders (including corporate leaders who 
are significant shareholders) are prioritized above the interests of all other stakeholders, including 
workers, customers, suppliers, communities, and the broader public interest. In the context of 
corporate equity holdings, shareholder primacy increases wealth inequality because corporate 
stock is held disproportionately by wealthy white households, as explored below (Palladino 2022). 

The ascendance of shareholder primacy in the 1980s was driven by a combination of intellectual 
developments and political economy—most notably Milton Friedman’s influential 1970 argument 
that “the social responsibility of business is to increase its profits”—alongside the deregulatory 
politics and financialization of the Reagan era (Palladino 2019; Palladino 2020; Palladino 2024). This 
framework rests on economic theory that treats corporations as mere “nexuses of contracts” rather 
than as social institutions with public charters and broader obligations (Davis 2009; Palladino 
2024).89 

6 	 Mean household income rose 2.8% and 5.5% respectively, again showing the dynamics of growth at the top of the 
economic distribution across race and ethnicity. 

7 	 Percentages are calculated from real income data in 2022 dollars.
8 	 For a history of the development of shareholder primacy over the 20th century, see Palladino (2024), Chapter 3, and Davis 

(2009). 
9 	 This economic theory is known as “agency theory.” It has faced sustained critique from legal, economic, and sociological 

scholars. See, e.g., Stout (2012); Lazonick and O’Sullivan (2000); Lazonick (2014).
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The ideology claims that shareholders alone bear 
meaningful risk and therefore deserve priority in 
claiming corporate value,10 conveniently ignoring 
the very real risks borne by workers, customers, 
suppliers, communities, and the public. In practice, 
shareholder primacy has meant a wholesale 
transformation of corporate behavior—from the mid-
century model whereby managers were accountable 
to multiple stakeholders and focused on long-term 
growth, to the modern regime of “downsize-and-
distribute,” whereby corporations relentlessly cut 
labor costs, conduct layoffs and divestment, and 
return cash to shareholders through dividends and 
stock buybacks (Lazonick and Shin 2020). 

b) Stock Buybacks 

Stock buybacks are a key tool of shareholder primacy 
and a driver of wealth inequality. They became a major 
feature of U.S. corporate finance starting in the 1980s, 
with the passage by the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) of Rule 10b-18. This rule effectively 
permitted companies to engage in virtually unlimited 
stock buybacks, even though there are nominal limits 
in place (this rule is explored in more detail below). 

The scale of stock buyback activity in the U.S. has reached unprecedented levels since the Great 
Financial Crisis of 2007–2009. From 2010 to 2019, publicly traded U.S. companies spent $6.3 trillion 
on open-market share repurchases—equivalent to approximately 4% of U.S. GDP over that period 
(Palladino and Lazonick 2022). This spending has become so dominant in capital resource allocation 
that stock buybacks plus cash dividends have averaged 100% of nonfinancial corporations’ corporate 
profits over the past decade, effectively meaning that public companies are distributing all their 
earnings to shareholders rather than retaining profits for productive investment (Palladino and 
Lazonick 2022). Among S&P 500 companies alone, $5.2 trillion was spent on buybacks from 2010–
2019, representing 53% of their net income. Dividends accounted for another 39%. The concentration 
of this activity is particularly striking: The 50 largest repurchasers among companies consistently in 
the S&P 500 conducted 51% of all buybacks, with the top 25 spending $1.8 trillion. 

Stock buybacks can pose material risks to innovation, market integrity, and broad-based wealth 
creation in several interconnected ways. First, they divert corporate profits from productive 
investment and innovation. When executives prioritize using corporate funds for stock buybacks, 
they reduce resources available for research and development, capital investment, and employee 
compensation that could yield future productivity gains. This shift from a “retain-and-reinvest” 
model to “downsize-and-distribute” has contributed to wage stagnation and reduced business 
investment even as stock markets have reached record highs. 

10  Under agency theory, shareholders are characterized as the sole “residual claimants”: They bear risk without a 
guaranteed return, unlike bondholders or workers who receive fixed payments. It is from this characterization that 
theorists derive the claim that shareholders alone deserve priority in claiming corporate profits. For critiques of this 
premise, see Stout (2012) and Lazonick and O’Sullivan (2000).

In practice, shareholder 
primacy has meant a 
wholesale transformation 
of corporate behavior—
from the mid-century 
model whereby 
managers were 
accountable to multiple 
stakeholders and 
focused on long-term 
growth, to the modern 
regime of “downsize-
and-distribute,” whereby 
corporations relentlessly 
cut labor costs, conduct 
layoffs and divestment, 
and return cash to 
shareholders through 
dividends and stock 
buybacks. 

The Buyback Divide: How Stock Buybacks Distort Markets and Deepen Wealth Inequality 13



Second, stock buybacks effectively manipulate markets by artificially inflating stock prices 
through sustained repurchasing activity. The goal is often to meet an earnings per share metric, 
with companies explicitly stating their goal of boosting share prices when announcing buyback 
programs (Almeida et al. 2016). Hence, stock buybacks further create perverse incentives for 
corporate insiders whose compensation is tied to stock prices: insiders can personally profit by 
timing the sale of their shares around buyback activity (Fried 2005; Shilon 2021). For example, 
research shows that net insider personal sales over $100,000 are nearly twice as common in 
quarters when meaningful buyback transactions occur (Palladino 2020).11 Finally, the distributional 
consequences are profound, as will be explored in detail in the next section.

A critical distinction exists between share-holders and share-sellers as beneficiaries of this 
practice. While cash dividends accrue to all shareholders proportionally, stock buybacks directly 
benefit those shareholders who strategically sell their shares during or shortly after the repurchase 
period. This creates a two-tiered system. Corporate insiders and professional traders, who have 
superior information about the timing of buybacks, can realize significant gains by selling their 
personal shareholdings after buybacks have boosted share prices. Meanwhile, other investors 
and market participants lack access to the same information and opportunities to benefit from 
repurchase activity. The practice differs fundamentally from dividends in another way: Buybacks 
directly manipulate the market price of corporate stock by reducing the number of outstanding 
shares, artificially inflating earnings per share, and creating price momentum that benefits share 
sellers rather than long-term shareholders who retain their positions.

Corporate leaders and academics make a variety of arguments in favor of stock buybacks 
(Bainbridge 2023; Roe 2022). One argument for stock buybacks is that the company has no 
other useful investment possibilities. So the best use of available cash is to repurchase shares. 
Companies might also conduct stock buybacks to optimize their capital structure by increasing 
leverage, which reduces their tax burden (Aramonte 2020). Another argument for stock buybacks 
is that they signal that management believes that the firm’s stock is undervalued (Bargeron et. al 
2022). Defenders of buybacks emphasize their flexibility compared to dividends. Boards can adjust 
or suspend buyback programs without creating the same negative market reaction that comes from 
cutting dividends, allowing companies to respond to changing financial conditions. There are also 
tax advantages: Capital gains from selling shares (enabled by buyback-driven price increases) may 
be taxed more favorably than dividend income for certain shareholders (Bonaime and Kahle 2024). 
Perhaps the most politically resonant defense is the “shareholder democracy”12 argument, which 
claims that because stock ownership is widespread, rising share prices from buybacks benefit 
ordinary Americans and their retirement accounts. This narrative suggests that what is good for 
shareholders is good for the broader economy and middle-class families with 401(k) plans. As will 
be shown below, this narrative is largely a myth. 

Corporate spending on stock buybacks reached a record high in 2024. S&P 500 companies 
spent $942.5 billion, which was an 18% increase from the 2023 expenditure of $795.2 billion 
(though the 12-month rolling peak was in June 2022, with spending reaching $1.005 trillion) 

11 	Rule 10b5-1 trading plans is meant to mitigate insider manipulation by requiring trades to be pre-planned, before 
an insider is aware of material nonpublic information. However, they have not functionally stopped insider sales, as 
documented by the literature. See also Bonaime et al. (2020).

12 	The “shareholder democracy” concept has evolved considerably. In the contemporary era, most stock is held through 
large institutional intermediaries—mutual funds, exchange-traded funds, and pension funds—that vote on behalf of 
many individual investors. In practice, voting power is highly concentrated in a small number of large asset managers 
rather than dispersed among ordinary shareholders. See Bebchuk and Hirst (2019). For data on the racial concentration of 
stock ownership, see Palladino (2022).
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(author calculations; S&P Global 2025). Four hundred and thirty-five companies out of the S&P 
500 conducted buybacks over the threshold of $5 million each at some point in the calendar 
year, meaning that 87% of companies engaged in significant buybacks. The largest companies 
still account for much of the spending. The top 20 S&P 500 companies by market capitalization 
accounted for roughly half of all buyback spending, and Apple alone accounted for 11% of the S&P 
500 total.13 Together with dividends, in just the last quarter of 2024 alone, shareholder payments 
reached a record high of $410.8 billion. These buybacks occurred while stock prices continued to 
climb, providing evidence that the argument that companies conduct buybacks when they believe 
their stock is undervalued is either incomplete or incorrect. 

One way to understand the flaws in the argument that companies have no better use of their funds 
than to conduct stock buybacks is to look at the low wages paid at many of the largest corporate 
spenders on buybacks. Anderson (2025) examines the 100 largest companies within the S&P 500 
with the lowest median worker pay and finds that this group spent $644 billion on stock buybacks 
from 2019 to 2024 (Anderson 2025). Lowe’s and Home Depot, for example, spent $46.6 billion 
and $37.9 billion, respectively. Lowe’s CEO Marvin Ellison earned $20.2 million, while his median 
employee made $30,606, a 659-to-1 pay gap. Given that people of color are more likely to earn less 
than the median pay at many low-wage companies, rising executive compensation is amplifying 
economic inequality by race and ethnicity. 

C. Executive Compensation

Executive compensation is a leading source of 
economic inequality and is in part directly tied to the 
incentives for public companies to conduct stock 
buybacks (Shilon 2021). Average public company CEO 
compensation was $18.9 million in 2024 (an increase 
of 7% from 2023), while the average CEO-to-worker 
pay ratio for the S&P 500 was 285-to-1 (AFL-CIO 
Executive Paywatch).14 Executive compensation has 
been rising for decades: CEO pay rose 1,085% from 
1978 to 2023, while the typical workers’ pay rose by 
just 24% (Bivens et al. 2024). 

Stock buybacks affect executive compensation directly by increasing the price of shares that an 
executive can sell, and indirectly because compensation is structured to be positively impacted 
when share prices go up (Shilon 2021; SEC 2020). Shilon (2021) shows that “because of recent 
reforms in executive compensation design, the ability of buybacks to boost the amount of CEO 
stock-based compensation has become ten times higher than their potential to increase annual 
bonuses” (Shilon 2021, 303). Buybacks mechanically improve performance metrics that determine 
executive compensation by reducing share count, which automatically increases earnings per 
share (EPS); boosting total shareholder return (TSR) through artificial demand for company stock 

13 	The information technology sector was the largest spender on stock buybacks, spending $253.4 billion, for 27% of 
total spending. The companies with the highest spending by dollar amount were Apple, Alphabet (Google), and Nvidia. 
However, companies in the healthcare sector spent $87.7 billion on buybacks, for nearly 10% of total spending. Insurer 
UnitedHealth Group led the way, with $9 billion in spending. 

14 	It is important to note that CEO-to-worker pay ratios are based on pay estimates to CEOs and not realized gains. Thus, 
ratios are probably underestimating the difference between CEO actual gains and median worker pay (Hopkins and 
Lazonick 2016).

Executive compensation 
is a leading source of 
economic inequality and 
is in part directly tied to 
the incentives for public 
companies to conduct 
stock buybacks. 
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and improving other per-share financial ratios used in compensation formulas. Executive pay 
is also impacted by an overall rise in the stock market, even if their own company’s stock is 
underperforming, and by the practice of executive compensation consultants ratcheting up pay 
across a sector, among other factors (Lazonick 2019). 

Consider also the relationship between demographic representation in corporate leadership 
and executive compensation structures. White men remain overrepresented among corporate 
executives relative to their share of the U.S. population, while the gap between CEO pay and median 
worker pay is higher at companies where workers of color are overrepresented in lower-wage 
roles, further exacerbating racial income gaps (Black Enterprise 2024). These disparities are also 
reflected in who holds the highest-paid leadership positions. Among Fortune 500 companies, only 
52 companies were led by women in 2024, while there were only eight Black CEOs (just 1.6% of 
the total) (Black Enterprise 2024). Research by Sarah Anderson at the Institute for Policy Research 
finds that average median worker pay at the 100 corporations paying the lowest median wages is 
$35,570, while average CEO compensation was $17.2 million, which is a pay gap of 632-to-1 in 2024 
(Anderson 2025). Of these companies, only one had a Black CEO. Although this data is complicated 
by the fact that the SEC only requires companies to disclose the median pay of their global 
workforce, not their U.S.-based workforce, Anderson (2025) examines specific companies with a 
domestic workforce and finds the same range of pay gaps. 
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A. The Distribution of Corporate Equity Ownership by 

Race and Ethnicity

Before looking at the specific contribution of corporate equity and stock buybacks to the racial 
wealth gap, it is useful to understand how corporate equity is held by households.15 It is common 
practice to hold corporate equity indirectly, in which the household is among the economic 
beneficiaries of a financial fund that aggregates the savings of many households. The savings are 
then used to purchase corporate equity in a broad portfolio. The asset manager who holds the fund 
holds legal title to the corporate equity, meaning that the asset manager participates in corporate 
governance. However, the economic gains from equity appreciation go to the household, minus 
asset manager fees. A further distinction in how corporate equity is held is between retirement and 
nonretirement accounts because the U.S. government grants tax benefits to retirement accounts 
to encourage retirement savings, and employers use them as a form of compensation. Federal   
Reserve datasets, such as the Survey of Consumer Finances (the triennial cross-sectional survey 
of U.S. households that reports on their finances) and the Distributional Financial Accounts (a 
quarterly estimation of household finances based on the Financial Accounts of the United States), 
separate retirement accounts and nonretirement accounts when reporting how households hold 
financial assets. 

Corporate equity itself can be issued by both publicly traded and privately held companies. 
Though the balance between the two kinds of stock is shifting quickly (as access, ownership, and 
investment vehicles continue to evolve), for the purposes of this analysis we focus on publicly 
traded stock (Palladino and Karlewicz 2024). Open-market share repurchases, the kind of stock 
buybacks that we focus on here, are conducted only by publicly traded companies.16 For purposes 
of simplicity, “corporate equity” here refers to publicly traded corporate stock. 

For households, corporate equity can be held directly, through shares of individual public 
companies purchased in a brokerage account, including through online or app-based brokerage 
platforms, or indirectly through pooled investment vehicles, such as mutual funds, exchange-
traded funds, or investment options within retirement accounts.17 For all U.S. households, 21% 
held some stock; 11.5% held some pooled investment funds, and 54.3% held a retirement account 
(Federal Reserve 2023). A challenge in the data is that pooled investment funds and retirement 
accounts include stock but also include bonds, though this category does not include money 
market funds. Retirement accounts here include all portable retirement accounts, meaning 401(k) 
accounts that an employee can transfer to a new employer or roll over into an Individual Retirement 
Account, but not defined benefit pension funds, which are not held at the household level (though 
their indirect benefit to households is reported in the Distributional Financial Accounts). 

15 	“Households” is the unit of analysis used in the Federal Reserve wealth data relied on throughout this paper.
16 	For more on the distinction between publicly traded and privately held corporations and financial markets, see Palladino 

and Karlewicz (2024). 
17 	The Survey of Consumer Finances asks households to report their holdings of financial assets (besides transaction assets) 

into the following major categories: directly held stocks; pooled investment funds; and retirement accounts.

3. Stock Buybacks and the 
Racial Wealth Gap: Key Findings
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In order to understand the impact of corporate equity on the racial wealth gap, we first present 
descriptive statistics about the holding of such assets by race and ethnicity. The SCF presents 
survey-based data on the financial asset holdings of households of different races and ethnicities, 
including what percentage of households in that group holds such assets, and the median and 
mean dollar value of such holdings. 

In 2022, the most recent year of the SCF, 24% of white households directly held stock, while 13% of 
Black households and 8% of Hispanic households directly held stock (Federal Reserve 2023). While 
it is less common to directly hold stock than to hold stock through a fund, direct holders tend to 
be more frequent share-traders, meaning that they are more likely to benefit from stock buybacks. 
The median dollar amount also differs by household demographics: While white households held 
$20,000 in directly held stocks at the median, Hispanic households held half of that amount, and 
Black households held one-quarter of that amount. When holdings are aggregated to the category 
“Stock Holdings,” the median holdings amount for white households was $67,800, while it was 
$24,500 for Hispanic households and $16,500 for Black households (see figure 1). Mean holdings 
are far more skewed by the top of the wealth distribution: Mean holdings for white households was 
$568,140, while for Hispanic households it was $97,380 and for Black households, $80,400, just 
14% of the mean holdings of white households. 

 

 
Figure 1. Median stock holdings by race and ethnicity in 2022.

The Distributional Financial Accounts gives up-to-date data on the extreme disparity in corporate 
equity holdings by households. As of 2025 Q3, white households held $50 trillion in nonretirement 
corporate equity and mutual funds, while Black households held $370 billion and Hispanic 
households $380 billion. In other words, white households held 132 times the amount of Black and 
Hispanic households. Looking at defined contribution retirement accounts, which may include 
other financial instruments besides corporate equity, white households held $13 trillion, while 
Black households held $990 billion and Hispanic households held $480 billion. 
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It is worth emphasizing the extent to which corporate 
equity ownership among white households is 
concentrated at the top of the wealth distribution, 
as white households held 3.84 times more in 
nonretirement corporate equity than in defined 
contribution plans, while Black households held 
multiples more in retirement plans than outside 
of such plans, and Hispanic households held 
slightly more in defined contribution plans than 
nonretirement corporate equity. 

This is based on the reality, described above, that the top 1% of households alone held 50% of 
all corporate equity and mutual funds, while the next 9% (the 90–99th percentile of households 
by wealth) held another 37%. This extreme skew is less prominent in the distribution of defined 
contribution accounts (Federal Reserve 2025).18 

Another way to look at the impact of corporate equity on household wealth is to look at investment 
income, which includes interest, dividends, and capital gains. In the 2022 SCF, investment income 
contributed to overall income growth for white households but was not impactful for nonwhite 
households (Aladangady et al. 2023). The SCF includes data on investment income and finds 
that as a contribution to total income growth from 2019–2022, investment income was 8.45% for 
white households, while it was 3.79% for Black households and .65% for Hispanic households 
(Aladangady et al. 2023). (See figure 2).

Figure 2. Investment income as a share of total income growth in 2022, by race/ethnicity.

18 	The top 1% held 11.6% of value, while the next 9% held 44.2% of value and the next 40% held nearly all the remaining 
value, at 39.5%.

The top 1% of households 
alone held 50% of all 
corporate equity and 
mutual funds, while the 
next 9% (the 90–99th 
percentile of households by 
wealth) held another 37%. 
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B. Methodological Approach 

Here, we briefly describe the approaches used in Section C, “Findings.” The methodology 
is explained in more detail in Appendix I. First, to assess corporate equity as a rising 
contributor to the racial wealth gap, we measure the importance of the difference in 
shareholdings between racial and ethnic groups as a ratio of the racial asset gap over 
time, using data from the Distributional Financial Accounts. For example, if the corporate 
equity gap between white and Black households was $200 (if white households held $600 
in corporate equity on average and Black households held $400), and the overall racial 
asset gap was $600 (if white households held $1,800 on average and Black households held 
$1,200), then the ratio would be 1:3 ($200/$600): 

 
($600-$400)/($1800-$1200) = $200/$600 = 1/3.

This approach to calculating ratios is repeated for different racial group comparisons and for 
different categories of corporate equity.

For the second set of findings, our approach is as follows: (i) We estimate how the dollar 
amount that nonfinancial companies19 spent on stock buybacks would be distributed across 
households by race and ethnicity; and (ii) we take the share that each demographic group held 
in a given quarter of total corporate equity (and, separately, total defined contribution retirement 
accounts), and multiply by the total dollar amount of equity repurchases in that quarter. 

This gives the dollar amount that would be gained by each demographic group based on 
their share of total equity holdings in that quarter. For example, if total spending on equity 
repurchases in a given quarter was $1 million, and Black households held 5% of corporate 
equity in that quarter, we would find that they gained $50,000. 

Of course, this is not an actual calculation of household wealth appreciation because the 
gains of stock buybacks are not directly realized until shares are sold. There is no consistent 
data on how and when shares are sold across demographic groups. Also, because 
companies undertake buybacks at different rates and in different amounts, the effects are 
not distributed uniformly across all equity holdings. Accordingly, our analysis generalizes 
across a diverse set of equity holdings. Nevertheless, these calculations give an illustration 
of how the gains from buybacks would be distributed across demographic groups, if 
uniformly distributed across all stock holdings and all households sold stock at the same 
time. More detail and limitations to this approach are in Appendix I.

19 	Financial corporations used stock buybacks for government stabilization purposes during the Great Recession and since 
the passage of Dodd-Frank have been limited in their use of stock buybacks by the Federal Reserve stress tests. The 
Federal Reserve reports nonfinancial open-market share repurchases separately from financial institution stock buybacks 
in the Enhanced Financial Accounts, and we limit the data in this analysis to nonfinancial corporations exclusively. 
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C. Findings

This section presents two main findings on the relationship between corporate equity ownership 
and the racial wealth gap in the United States. 

The first main finding documents how the concentration of corporate equity ownership has 
become an increasingly important driver of the racial wealth gap. The second main finding 
documents the link between stock buybacks—the dominant mechanism by which corporations 
return cash to shareholders—and the racial wealth gap. As the data will show, buybacks 
concentrate wealth among already wealthy shareholders while diverting corporate resources 
from innovation, productive capacity, workers, and communities. Together, these findings make 
clear that stock buybacks and the shareholder primacy framework of U.S. corporate governance 
are meaningful and underexamined drivers of wealth inequality generally, and the racial wealth 
gap in particular.

a) Corporate Equity as a Rising Contributor to the Racial Wealth Gap

Our analysis shows clearly that corporate equity ownership has had a rising impact on the overall 
racial wealth gap over time. For (nonretirement) corporate equity holdings, the gap was 10% of the 
total racial asset gap between white and Black households in 1989 but rose to 29% by 2025. For 
the white-Hispanic gap, it rose from 9.8% to 28.6%. The defined contribution pension accounts are 
less of a contributor to the overall asset gap, but still rose over the same time period, from 4.3% 
in 1989 to 7.4% in 2025 for the white-Black household gap. For the white-Hispanic household gap, 
it rose from 4.4% to 7.6%. When aggregating the two categories together, the impact of corporate 
equity ownership on the racial asset gap rose from 14.3% in 1989 to 36.2% in 2025. 

The panels below show the ratios for each category 
over time (see figure 3). By way of comparison, the 
impact of real estate on the total racial asset gap has 
fallen over time. The white-Black and white-Hispanic 
real estate gap/total assets gap ratio in 1989 was 
28%, while by 2024 it had fallen to 25% and 24%, 
respectively. Though housing is widely considered 
a major factor in the racial wealth gap, corporate 
equity ownership is an increasingly important 
contributor. This trend is largely driven by the extreme 
concentration of equity ownership at the top end of 
the wealth distribution. 

Though housing is 
widely considered a 
major factor in the racial 
wealth gap, corporate 
equity ownership is an 
increasingly important 
contributor.
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Figure 3. Share of total asset gap by each asset class, 1989–2025.

b) Stock Buybacks as a Contributor to the Racial Wealth Gap

Under our methodological assumptions, our calculations indicate that white households 
gained $9.06 trillion from share repurchases based on their proportion of corporate equity 
ownership from 1996 Q4 to 2025 Q2, representing the vast majority of total shareholder gains 
from buybacks. In sharp contrast, Black households gained just $104.4 billion from share 
repurchases based on their ownership share—less than 1.2% of what white households gained. 
Hispanic households gained $93.9 billion from buybacks. The “Other” category (which includes 
Asian American, Native American, and multiracial households) gained $673 billion from share 
repurchases, substantially more than Black or Hispanic households but still only about 7.4% of 
white households. 

In percentage terms, white households gained 91% 
of the wealth generated by stock buybacks, while 
Black and Hispanic households gained 1% each. This 
should be viewed in comparison to their distribution 
within the population: white, non-Hispanic 
households were roughly 63% of the population in 
2024, while Black and Hispanic households were 15% 
and 16%, respectively (see figure 4). 

In percentage terms, white 
households gained 91% 
of the wealth generated 
by stock buybacks, 
while Black and Hispanic 
households gained 1% 
each. 
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Figure 4. Stock buybacks gains by demographic groups, 1997–2025.

*DC refers to Defined Contribution.

The pattern continues with shareholder payments flowing to defined contribution retirement 
accounts. However, the gaps are less extreme as the extremely wealthy households at the top 
of the income distribution hold relatively little wealth in defined contribution pensions. White 
households gained $8.17 trillion from share repurchases based on their defined contribution 
retirement account shares, while Black households gained $617.1 billion (about 7.6% of white 
household earnings). Hispanic households gained $299.8 billion—less than half what Black 
households gained in this category. The “Other” category (including Asian American, Native 
American, and multiracial households) gained $848.9 billion. When stock buybacks are arrayed 
across households by defined contribution retirement account shares, which are more equal 
in distribution, white households gained 82%, while Black households gained 6% and Hispanic 
households just 3% (see figure 4) (see Appendix II for full panel data). 

These trends are driven by extreme concentration at the top of the wealth distribution, where 
wealthy, predominantly white households hold a disproportionate share of corporate stock. 
Looking at the impact of stock buybacks in this way underscores how the distribution of gains 
from this type of corporate capital allocation is extremely stratified, reinforcing the racial wealth 
gap.  
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There are multiple pathways to reforming stock buybacks and better aligning U.S. corporate 
governance with the public interest and broad-based wealth creation. These approaches range 
from SEC regulation and federal legislation that would restrict or tax buybacks, to voluntary 
changes in corporate governance and capital allocation practices. Together, these reforms 
would help redirect corporate resources toward innovation, productive capacity, workers, and 
communities, while better aligning shareholder returns with long-term enterprise value and 
sustainable business performance.

This section reviews current stock buyback regulation and proposals for legislative, regulatory, tax, 
executive compensation, and broader corporate governance reform.20 It concludes with a practical 
business agenda that boards and executives can pursue now to strengthen governance, align 
capital allocation with long-term priorities, and support sustainable value creation.

A. Legislation and Regulatory Solutions 

a) Current Regulation of Stock Buybacks

Before the 1980s, stock buybacks were infrequent 
due to concerns that they may violate rules limiting 
market manipulation of a company’s own stock price  
(Palladino 2019). As discussed below, that changed 
dramatically with the adoption of SEC Rule 10b-18 
in 1982. Since then, stock buyback regulation has 
remained largely unchanged, even as repurchase 
volumes have grown by orders of magnitude. 

Secondary trading of corporate equities, including when companies repurchase their own stock 
on the open stock market, is governed by the Securities and Exchange Act of 1934 (Exchange 
Act) and regulated by the SEC. Regulation includes anti-fraud and anti-manipulation provisions to 
ensure the integrity of financial markets and encourage the use of corporate equity for financing 
production.21 However, in 1982 SEC Rule 10b-18 created a “safe harbor,” or a presumption of 
innocence: A company cannot be held liable for market manipulation if it stays within certain 

20 	This section draws on the author’s research and the broader literature on corporate governance reform (Palladino 2019; 
Palladino 2022; Palladino 2024).

21	 The Williams Act of 1968, which enabled the SEC to adopt regulations governing share repurchases, stated that it is 
unlawful for issuers to repurchase their own securities if the purchase “is in contravention of such rules and regulations 
as the Commission . . . may adopt (A) to define acts and practices which are fraudulent, deceptive, or manipulative, and 
(B) to prescribe means reasonably designed to prevent such acts and practices.” Williams Act, Pub. L. No. 90-439, 82 Stat. 
455 (1968).

4. Opportunities to Reform Stock 
Buybacks 

Before the 1980s, stock 
buybacks were infrequent 
due to concerns that they 
may violate rules limiting 
market manipulation of a 
company’s own stock price. 
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repurchase limits, including volume, broker, and timing conditions. At the same time, the rule does 
not allow the SEC to collect the necessary data to determine compliance. In other words, stock 
buybacks are effectively unregulated. Even if a company violates the safe-harbor limits, there is no 
presumption of wrongdoing. 

For example, one element of the safe harbor requires that a company’s repurchases on any given 
day not exceed 25% of the stock’s average daily trading volume (ADTV) over the previous four 
weeks. For large companies with high trading volume and stock prices, the daily limit may still 
permit hundreds of millions of dollars in buybacks. Companies can conduct buybacks up to this 
limit day after day. Additionally, SEC reporting rules have never required companies to disclose the 
specific trading days on which buybacks occur. The SEC itself admits that the lack of disclosure 
requirements makes it impossible to monitor whether buyback activity remains within the safe-
harbor limit. Even if there were a mechanism to determine rule violations, there would be no 
consequences (Dayen 2015).

A recent change regarding stock buybacks was the imposition of a 1% excise tax in the Inflation 
Reduction Act (P.L. 117-169) (Congressional Research Service 2023). Intended mainly as a revenue-
raising measure rather than a restructuring of corporate finance, the Joint Committee on Taxation 
estimated that the tax would raise $74 billion over the FY 2022-2031 period (Congressional 
Research Service 2023). The law was intended to cover most open-market stock repurchases 
conducted by public corporations.22 An important question is whether the tax would meaningfully 
change corporate behavior: Would companies conduct the same amount of stock buybacks and 
simply pay the tax, or would they reduce stock buybacks because of their added cost? Given the 
continued growth of buybacks, it is evident thus far that the tax may collect revenue, but it has not 
reduced buyback activity. 

There are a wide variety of legislative and regulatory reforms that could limit or ban stock 
buybacks entirely. Below, we detail different options for policymakers, business leaders, and 
advocates looking to enable broad-based prosperity and promote fairer, more productive, and more 
sustainable capital allocation. 

b) Legislative Reforms

There are many approaches that Congress could take to limit stock buybacks and encourage 
a more productive and equitable economy. Congress could prohibit open-market share 
repurchases under the Exchange Act Section 9(a)(2), which limits activities that manipulate the 
market price of stock. The “Reward Work Act” has proposed a straightforward ban with language 
stating: 

Prohibitions—Notwithstanding any other provision of law, no issuer may purchase an 
equity security of the issuer on a national securities exchange.23 

22 	The law does include several exceptions, including shares repurchased and contributed to employee retirement plans or 
employee stock ownership plans.

23 	Find the most recent legislative text for the Reward Work Act here: https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/
house-bill/3694/text. 
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Alternatively, Congress could place bright-line limits 
on the volume or timing of stock buybacks, which is 
how many other countries with advanced financial 
markets approach stock buybacks (Kim et al. 2004). 
This prohibition would recognize that an excessive 
volume of open-market share repurchases allows a 
company to manipulate the market price of its stock 
and would temper their use.24 A bright-line limit 
should not simply adopt the current limits in Rule 
10b-18. The 25% ADTV threshold was not based on 
evidence that this ratio prevents market manipulation. 
Further study is needed to define exact bright-line 
limits (Palladino 2019). Given the speed and volume of 21st century trading and the exponential 
increase in stock buybacks, it is clear the 25% ADTV threshold fails as a useful guardrail.

In recent years, several legislative proposals have been introduced to limit buybacks by prohibiting 
them in connection with certain corporate transactions and practices. For example, buybacks 
would not be permitted if a company has underfunded pension obligations, recently conducted 
layoffs, wage dispersion below a certain threshold, or executive compensation above a certain limit 
or ratio relative to median worker pay. These proposals included the Accountable Capitalism Act, 
first introduced in 2018 by Senator Elizabeth Warren; the Worker Dividend Act, introduced in 2019 by 
Senator Cory Booker; and a proposal from Senators Chuck Schumer and Bernie Sanders to introduce 
legislation to limit stock buybacks in 2019 (Schumer and Sanders 2019).25

If Congress continues to permit any level of open-market share repurchases, it should remove the 
incentives for corporate insiders to benefit personally from stock buyback transactions by limiting 
their ability to sell their personal shareholdings in conjunction with buybacks that they authorize. 
Congress should also require disclosure on a real-time basis (Palladino 2020; Fried 2000). Much of 
the incentive problem derives from the fact that the vast majority of corporate executives are paid at 
least partly—and often predominantly—in financial instruments tied to the price of their company’s 
stock. These executives are in a position to gain significantly when a stock price rise, spurred 
by buybacks, coincides with their exercise of stock options or the vesting of their stock awards 
(Hopkins and Lazonick 2016). Structuring executive compensation in this manner can conflict with 
management’s focus on fundamental business performance and should be disallowed.

A long-proposed different method to limit stock buybacks is to tax each transaction (Hemel and 
Polsky 2021). As discussed above, a 1% excise tax on stock repurchases starting in 2023 was 
proposed in the Build Back Better Act and then passed in the Inflation Reduction Act in August 
202226,27 (Congressional Research Service 2022). After passage of the Inflation Reduction Act, 
the Biden administration continued to call for a higher tax rate on stock buybacks. In early 2023, 
President Biden called on Congress to raise the excise tax from 1% to 4% during his State of the 

24 	It is worth pointing out that private repurchase transactions including tender offers would not be prohibited under such 
legislation, which would allow companies to continue repurchasing their own shares en masse for major transactions 
such as mergers and acquisitions. 

25 	Senators Schumer and Sanders wrote a New York Times op-ed stating that they planned to introduce legislation in 2019; 
to date no specific legislation has been put forward. 

26	 Though the amount of transactions subject to tax would be reduced by new equity issuances or employee stock 
issuances.

27 	In 2022, the Joint Committee on Taxation estimated that this would raise $74 billion, in part because it would apply to tax-
exempt investors who avoid capital gains taxes.
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Union address, highlighting its importance to the administration. A higher rate could potentially 
reduce the volume of stock buybacks. As noted above, it is clear that a 1% tax has not meaningfully 
reduced stock buybacks thus far, as aggregate repurchase volume has continued to rise each year 
since the excise tax took effect.28 A related proposal to curb the distortion between share buybacks 
and dividends is to tax buybacks at the shareholder level, like dividends, to prevent buy-and-hold 
shareholders from avoiding capital gains taxation (Hemel and Polsky 2021). While this proposal would 
raise public revenue, it is hard to tell if it would meaningfully reduce stock buybacks. 

c) Regulatory Reforms 

Regulatory History

Proposed rulemaking from the 1970s SEC commissioners provides an alternate way of 
understanding the impact of stock buybacks on the market. Before the enactment of Rule 10b-
18, there were three proposed rulemakings in which commissioners explained the threats of 
market manipulation from the overuse of stock buybacks, seeking to place bright-line limits and 
restrict insider transactions during periods of buyback activity.29 Anti-fraud and anti-manipulation 
statutes, including Sections 9(a)(2) and 10(b) of the Exchange Act and Rule 10(b)5 promulgated 
thereunder, generally restrict activity in which corporate insiders use material nonpublic 
information obtained by virtue of their positions for their personal gain. Buybacks create two kinds 
of issues under the Exchange Act: whether they can be used to “manipulate” the security price and 
whether insiders can use them for unlawful personal benefit.

In the proposed Rule 13(e)-2 of 1973, the commission directly addressed the question of handling 
conflicts of interest that arise when officers and directors are selling or buying securities while at 
the same time conducting a buyback program. The commission requested comments on the kind 
of restrictions or disclosure that should be required. Despite deliberation on different versions 
of proposed Rule 13(e)2 throughout the 1970s, none was promulgated. The election of Ronald 
Reagan in 1980 brought in new SEC commissioners in the early 1980s, and the proposed rule was 
dropped. Instead, Rule 10b-18 was adopted in 1982 and continues to govern open-market share 
repurchases today. 

None of the 1970s proposals to restrict corporate insiders’ personal trading during periods of 
buyback activity made it into the Reagan-era Rule 10b-18. The new rule was called a “constructive 
deregulatory action” at the time by a Carter-era SEC staff member, which “contrasts markedly with 
past Commission views on the regulation of issuer repurchases” (Feller and Chamberlain 1984, 
993). Unlike the rule debated in the 1970s, intended to limit market manipulation and personal 
benefit, the purpose of the new rule was to limit regulation of internal corporate decision-making.

While other rules generally restrict use of inside information by officers and directors for their own 
personal gain, enforcement is difficult. The law requires corporate insiders, including officers, 
directors, and large block holders, to abstain from trading while they are aware of material 

28 	The IRS collected $4.5 billion in revenue from the stock repurchase excise tax in FY2024, which was below the projected 
$7.8 billion. However, implementation was delayed due to the length of time it took to implement the final regulations 
(the rule was not finalized until November 2025). In February 2026, the Trump administration’s IRS published “correcting 
amendments,” vastly limiting the stock repurchase activity that will be taxed going forward. 

29 	The promulgated rules that were not passed are: (1) Repurchases of Securities and Prohibitions Against Certain Trading, 38 
Fed. Reg. 34341 (Dec. 13, 1973); (2) SEC, Purchases of Certain Equity Securities by the Issuer and Others, 45 Fed. Reg. 70890, 
70892 (Oct. 27, 1980).
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nonpublic information unless that information has been publicly disclosed. SEC Rule 10b5-1 
outlines this prohibition explicitly and states that if an individual is “aware” of material nonpublic 
information when making a purchase or sale, they are engaging in illegal insider trading. However, 
enforcing such a rule in the context of stock buybacks is inherently difficult because to determine 
“awareness,” one would need to understand when a buyback program was undertaken vis-à-vis an 
insider’s personal trading activity.

In times of economic crisis or industrial policymaking when the federal government has stepped 
in to support nonfinancial businesses, it is notable that policymakers have placed clear limits to 
prevent companies from using federal funds to conduct stock buybacks. In the CARES Act in 2020, 
the $2.2 trillion stimulus package designed to support the economy in the pandemic, the statute 
explicitly banned companies that received loans from engaging in stock buybacks within 12 months 
of the date that their loan was no longer outstanding.30 The CHIPS Act of 2022 (Creating Helpful 
Incentives to Produce Semiconductors) included an explicit prohibition against companies using 
CHIPS funds for stock buybacks, paying dividends, or making other capital distributions. While it did 
not explicitly limit companies from conducting stock buybacks with other funds, the Department of 
Commerce did announce that it would give preference to companies that had not engaged in stock 
buybacks in recent history (Dobbs-Allsopp et al. 2022). 

Regulatory Proposals

Outside of Congress, the SEC has authorization under current law to issue rules regulating stock 
buybacks whereby bright-line limits can be placed on buyback transactions. Under current law, the 
SEC can limit the ability of corporate insiders to benefit from buyback transactions. At the absolute 
minimum, real-time disclosure requirements can be put in place such that the public has greater 
awareness of stock buyback activity. 

One option is for the SEC to modernize and narrow Rule 10b-18’s current safe-harbor framework by 
establishing clearer, more enforceable conditions for open-market share repurchases, including 
stronger limits on daily volume, timing, price, and repurchases during periods when a company or 
its insiders may possess material nonpublic information (such as before earnings releases, major 
corporate announcements, or other events involving material nonpublic information). 

A stronger reform would be to repeal Rule 10b-18 and issue new rulemaking that institutes 
affirmative guardrails that clearly define when repurchase activity is permissible (instead of 
safe harbors) and when such activity may give rise to market-manipulation liability under federal 
securities laws. These guardrails could include:  

	 Empirically grounded bright-line limits on repurchase volume. 

	 Real-time or near-real-time disclosure of execution date, volume, price, and purpose of 
repurchases. 

	 Restrictions on insider sales during repurchase periods. 

	 Heightened scrutiny of repurchases conducted under issuer Rule 10b5-1 plans.

	 Enhanced board-level review of the rationale for repurchases, including their relationship 
to executive compensation metrics, workforce investment, capital expenditures, and long-
term enterprise value.   

30 	15 U.S.C. §§ 9042(c)(2)(E), 9042(c)(3)(A)(ii)(I).
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As with the congressional policy approach, the SEC would need to undertake an empirical analysis 
to determine the correct bright-line limits for repurchase volumes rather than relying on the current 
25% ADTV threshold—or even the 15% ADTV threshold proposed over 40 years ago—as sufficient 
protection against market distortion. To be clear, the ability of companies to spend up to the 25% 
ADTV threshold day after day is still manipulative, but real-time disclosure is a bare minimum that 
should have been required all along (Lazonick 2014). Without such disclosure, the current “safe 
harbor” is meaningless, as the SEC does not even collect the data necessary to determine whether 
companies are staying within the safe-harbor’s limits, an admission made by President Obama’s 
SEC chair, Mary Jo White (Dayen 2015). 

The SEC could also focus on the personal 
incentives that stock buyback activity creates for 
executives. Corporate insiders could be prohibited 
from trading their personal holdings during a 
quarter in which buybacks have been executed. At 
minimum, they could be required to disclose in real 
time when they are doing so. Most other advanced 
financial markets—including those of the United 
Kingdom, Japan, France, Hong Kong, Canada, and 
the Netherlands—explicitly restrict trading by 
insiders during periods of stock buyback activity  
(Kim et al. 2004).

As noted above, increased disclosure should be required. In 2022, under Chair Gary Gensler, the SEC 
proposed new rules to regulate stock buybacks: the “Share Repurchase Disclosure Modernization 
Proposal” (SEC 2022). The proposed rule was a first step toward meaningful stock buybacks 
reform, focusing on the need for more timely disclosure and explanation of the purpose of such 
transactions in the materials made publicly available to shareholders. The proposal created a 
new Form SR to require companies to submit detailed disclosure about the price and volume of 
repurchases by the next business day. The proposal also required explicit disclosure if any of the 
company’s officers or directors purchased or sold shares within 10 business days before or after 
stock repurchases. Analysis by the SEC found that about 3,300 companies would be subject to 
disclosure in a given year. After the rule’s passage, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce sued to stop the 
rule, based on flaws in the rule-making process, and a court voided the rule in 2023. A future SEC 
could repropose the same rule or an improved one.

B. Business Leadership on Responsible Capital 
Allocation 

Public company boards and executives do not need to wait for new regulation to act. The same 
evidence that supports policy reform also establishes the business case for proactive governance. 
Capital allocation is a core expression of corporate strategy, risk management, and long-term 
value creation. Decisions about stock buybacks, dividends, executive compensation, worker 
compensation, and business reinvestment determine whether corporate resources strengthen the 
enterprise by supporting innovation, workforce resilience, and durable performance—or weaken it 
through short-term financial strategies that leave core business needs underfunded. 

Most other advanced 
financial markets—
including those of the United 
Kingdom, Japan, France, 
Hong Kong, Canada, and 
the Netherlands—explicitly 
restrict trading by insiders 
during periods of stock 
buyback activity. 
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Excessive stock buybacks can create material 
risks, including underinvestment in research and 
development; weakened workforce productivity and 
resilience; heightened reputational and regulatory 
exposure; distorted executive incentives; and a 
widening gap between stated commitments to social 
responsibility and actual uses of corporate cash.  
These risks are especially acute when buybacks 
occur alongside layoffs, low wages, underfunded 
pension obligations, weak internal controls, or 
rising executive equity compensation. For boards 
and executives, the key question is whether capital 
distribution decisions are governed by a disciplined 
framework that balances shareholder returns with 
investment in the people, capabilities, and market 
conditions on which long-term business performance 
depends. 

A Proactive Business Agenda

Responsible capital allocation should be treated as both a board-level oversight responsibility 
and a core measure of business performance. Boards and executives can take the steps outlined 
below, drawing on the Corporate Racial Equity Alliance’s Business Standards for 21st Century 
Leadership—a practical framework for advancing socially responsible business practices that 
strengthens decision-making, reduces risk, and supports long-term performance.

1. Conduct a capital allocation assessment. 

Companies should begin with a review of current and recent capital distribution practices. At 
minimum, this assessment should examine the company’s practices related to stock buybacks, 
dividends, executive compensation, worker compensation, and business reinvestment over 
the prior three years. It should identify the percentage of capital allocated to nonemployee 
shareholders, executives and senior leaders, all other workers, and reinvestment in the business 
(such as research and development, capital expenditures, training, reserves, new lines of business, 
and other long-term investments). The assessment should be presented to the board and used to 
evaluate whether capital distribution practices are aligned with long-term value creation, workforce 
health and resilience, and broad-based wealth-building.

2. Adopt a formal capital distribution policy.

Companies should adopt a written policy governing stock buybacks, dividends, and other capital 
distributions. The policy should recognize that reinvestment in workers and the business is central 
to long-term performance. It should require the board and executives to consider workforce 
compensation, innovation, productive capacity, and business resilience alongside any proposed 
buyback or dividend program. It should also establish a regular review process, clear internal 
accountability, and public disclosure of the company’s approach to capital distribution, including 
how the company evaluates tradeoffs between shareholder distributions and reinvestment.

Excessive stock buybacks 
can create material risks, 
including underinvestment 
in research and 
development; weakened 
workforce productivity 
and resilience; heightened 
reputational and 
regulatory exposure; 
distorted executive 
incentives; and a widening 
gap between stated 
commitments to social 
responsibility and actual 
uses of corporate cash. 
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3. Set guardrails for stock buybacks.

A responsible capital distribution policy should set substantive limits. Companies should refrain 
from conducting stock buybacks when they have engaged in broad-based layoffs during the prior 
12 months, have underfunded pension liabilities, have not yet ensured living wages for all workers, 
or have public weaknesses in internal controls that have not been remediated. Companies should 
also refrain from using debt to fund buybacks. Maintaining robust controls to prevent insider gain 
during buyback periods—including voluntarily providing real-time disclosure of repurchase activity 
and safeguards around executive trading—is also important. At minimum, companies should limit 
stock buybacks when median worker pay or broader workforce investment falls below thresholds 
consistent with responsible business performance.

4. Prioritize investment in workers and broad-based wealth building.

Before conducting stock buybacks, companies should ensure they are meeting baseline 
responsibilities to the workforce. That includes paying living wages to all workers and requiring 
living wages for contingent workers; strengthening benefits and financial wellness; and creating 
meaningful opportunities for workers at all levels to build wealth. Companies should ensure workers 
have opportunities to participate in equity ownership and profit-sharing, such as employee stock 
ownership plans, profit-sharing plans, broad-based equity grants, or other accessible wealth-
building vehicles. These opportunities should be meaningful, fair, and financially accessible, 
especially for lower-paid workers, recognizing that workers help create enterprise value and should 
have a real opportunity to share in the wealth it generates.

5. Align executive compensation with long-term value creation.

Boards should review executive compensation plans to ensure they do not create incentives 
for excessive or opportunistic buybacks. Compensation metrics should balance financial and 
nonfinancial goals, prioritize long-term performance, and avoid overreliance on earnings per 
share or total shareholder return metrics that can be mechanically improved through repurchases. 
Companies should prohibit executive pay increases, rewards, or accelerated vesting in connection 
with or following broad-based layoffs and should not include layoff-related cost savings in 
incentive calculations. Responsible executive compensation should also be based on a reasonable 
CEO-to-median worker pay ratio and clear alignment with workforce investment, innovation, and 
durable enterprise performance.

6. Use corporate influence responsibly.

Corporate leaders can work with policymakers to advance common-sense reforms to stock 
buybacks and support greater investment in innovation, workers, and productive capacity. When 
companies engage in stock buyback regulation, tax policy, disclosure rules, or related capital 
market reforms, they should do so consistently with their stated commitments to long-term value 
creation, responsible business conduct, and broad-based prosperity. That means adopting a 
formal civic and political engagement policy that applies to direct lobbying, trade associations, 
and outside lobbyists; reviewing policy positions before they are advanced; monitoring whether 
third parties are acting consistently with the company’s commitments; and publicly disclosing the 
company’s governance, policy positions, and political activity. Business leaders should not use 
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corporate influence to preserve rules that enable the harmful effects documented in this paper 
while publicly committing to responsible governance, racial equity, or sustainable growth.

The steps above give boards, executives, investors, workers, policymakers, and other stakeholders 
a clearer view of whether capital allocation decisions are strengthening the enterprise and 
broadening economic opportunity or distorting markets, reinforcing wealth concentration, and 
weakening the foundations of durable business performance. Asset owners focused on long-term 
sustainability and prosperity can use their role in corporate governance to call on companies to 
adopt and implement the capital allocation guardrails outlined above. Other stakeholders can use 
their unique influence to do the same.

Shareholder Primacy as a Business and Societal Risk   

A company that invests in innovation, productive capacity, living wages, worker wealth-
building, and resilient operations is not acting against shareholders. In fact, it is protecting 
the long-term value of the enterprise. Maximizing share price at the expense of other core 
business interests has never been a statutory command. While the shareholder primacy 
model of U.S. corporate governance is shaped by legal norms, corporate law precedents 
that are often interpreted as requiring shareholder value maximization, capital market 
expectations, investor pressure, and compensation structures, it remains a governance 
orientation, not a narrow legal mandate. Responsible boards and executives can therefore 
make balanced choices by adopting the practical governance reforms laid out above.

For companies committed to long-term competitiveness and social responsibility, 
responsible capital allocation is a credibility test for whether corporate financial strategy is 
aligned with the economy that business leaders say they want to help build. 
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Policymakers and business leaders can take clear 
steps to mitigate the impact of stock buybacks on 
the racial wealth gap. This paper demonstrates that 
shareholder primacy and stock buybacks are not 
merely abstract features of corporate finance, but 
concrete mechanisms that perpetuate and amplify 
racial wealth inequality in the United States.  

The empirical evidence is stark: Under the assumptions  
made in our methodology, white households gained  
$9.06 trillion in wealth from share repurchases over  
the past three decades based on their ownership of  
corporate equity, while Black and Hispanic households received just $104.4 billion and $93.9 
billion, respectively. The corporate equity gap now accounts for 29% of the total racial asset 
gap between white households and Black and Hispanic households, more than doubling from 
10% in 1989. The main takeaway is not that stock buybacks benefit white households broadly. 
Rather, the wealth generated by stock buybacks flows through a system of highly concentrated 
equity ownership that results in outsized gains for a relatively small group of already wealthy and 
overwhelmingly white households.

The wealth concentration revealed by these findings is not accidental. The shareholder primacy 
framework does more than reflect historical racism; it reinforces existing wealth disparities and 
creates long-term risks for an economy that depends on productive investment, workforce health and 
resilience, and broad-based opportunity. By channeling trillions of dollars in corporate earnings to 
shareholders while suppressing wages and employment, the shareholder primacy framework creates 
a double burden for workers of color: They are simultaneously excluded from the gains that flow to 
wealthy shareholders and subjected to the labor market consequences of corporate cost-cutting.

The trillions of dollars spent on stock buybacks are resources that could be directed toward 
productive innovation and living wages for the U.S. workforce. Though limiting stock buybacks 
would not, on its own, reorient U.S. corporations toward sustainable prosperity, it is a meaningful 
step for corporate leaders and policymakers to take. Reducing the harmful effects of shareholder 
primacy on the racial wealth gap requires comprehensive reforms that address both how corporate 
resources are allocated and whether corporate equity ownership functions as a vehicle for 
broad-based wealth-building. Restricting stock buybacks, reforming executive compensation, 
and advancing stakeholder-oriented governance can help ensure corporate equity holdings 
benefit more hard-working households. The evidence presented in this paper demonstrates that 
the current arrangement not only fails to serve the public interest but actively deepens wealth 
inequality and racial inequality. Policy and practice reforms are both an economic imperative for 
shared prosperity and an imperative for equality.

5. Conclusion 

The trillions of dollars 
spent on stock buybacks 
are resources that could 
be directed toward 
productive innovation and 
living wages for the U.S. 
workforce. 
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Appendix I. Methodology 

To measure the importance of the corporate equity asset gap to the overall racial asset gap, we 
use the following approach: The Distributional Financial Accounts combines data from the Survey 
of Consumer Finances and the Financial Accounts of the United States to provide a quarterly 
snapshot of corporate equity holdings, and other wealth assets like housing and other financial 
assets, by race and ethnicity. Our approach takes a ratio of the dollar amount of the gap in 
corporate equity assets held by households in different racial and ethnic groups divided by the 
total assets gap, as demonstrated in the following formula. 

Formula: Example for Corporate Equity and Mutual Funds Category, White-Black Gap

(Corporate Equity Assets, White Households – Corporate Equity Holdings, Black Households) / 
(Assets, White Households – Assets, Black Households)

This formula is used first for just the category “corporate equity and mutual funds,” which is the 
nonretirement fund category; the defined contribution asset gap; and then an aggregate of the 
two. The calculation is conducted separately for white-Black households and then for white-
Hispanic households. The gap uses the asset gap rather than the net worth gap (assets minus 
liabilities) because other factors that determine different levels of debt would make the ratio less 
significant. While the dollar amount of assets held has risen for all groups even after adjusting 
for inflation, the ratio calculated here shows the rising importance of the gap in equity holdings 
relative to other types of financial and nonfinancial assets that also contribute to the racial asset 
gap, including housing, bonds, cash savings, and other physical assets like cars or jewelry. The 
ratio shows the importance of shareholder primacy and stock buybacks to the racial wealth gap, 
as stock buybacks are one of the main mechanisms that have raised equity prices over the last 
several decades. 

For the second set of findings, we use the total dollar value of corporate spending on open-market 
share repurchases per quarter from the Enhanced Financial Accounts of the Federal Reserve, and 
divide the dollar value spent on stock buybacks per quarter by shares of corporate equity holdings 
and defined contribution retirement accounts, distributed across demographic categories, from 
the Distributional Financial Accounts. An important limitation here is that quarterly data on stock 
buybacks is only available from 1996 Q4 onwards. 

Formula: Equity Repurchases by Demographic Group

(Group Share %) * $ Buybacks per Quarter = $ Group Buybacks Per Quarter

Appendices
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Appendix II. Shareholder payments from stock buybacks 

by demographic groups, 1997–2025

 Based on Corporate Equity Shares (Billion Dollars)

Year White Black Hispanic Other

1997 100.4 1.5 0.9 2.7

1998 118.0 1.8 1.3 3.0

1999 122.0 1.5 1.2 3.2

2000 110.7 1.2 1.0 2.9

2001 99.1 1.0 0.9 2.5

2002 90.1 1.1 1.0 2.2

2003 97.7 1.4 1.1 2.5

2004 146.5 2.2 1.7 4.1

2005 258.9 3.5 3.3 8.1

2006 343.5 3.4 4.4 12.4

2007 408.2 3.3 5.4 16.6

2008 278.4 2.6 4.0 12.6

2009 95.0 1.1 1.3 5.5

2010 201.1 2.4 2.3 14.5

2011 285.1 3.9 3.2 19.2

2012 277.2 4.2 3.0 16.7

2013 351.2 5.7 3.5 19.8

2014 407.1 6.2 5.2 22.7

2015 410.1 6.2 6.9 22.3

2016 358.8 5.2 6.8 19.7

2017 319.6 4.5 4.9 21.9

2018 514.5 7.0 5.4 43.2

2019 429.2 5.5 2.8 42.3

2020 381.6 4.5 2.3 39.5

2021 559.6 5.1 3.8 58.0

2022 691.9 5.4 4.7 74.1

2023 584.9 4.6 4.0 65.0

2024 645.3 5.1 4.6 73.4

2025 354.3 2.8 2.8 42.1

Source: Enhanced Financial Accounts (Federal Reserve) × DFA Race Shares. Dollar amounts = quarterly 
buybacks × group’s share of corporate equity.
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Based on Defined Contribution Pension Shares (Billion Dollars)

Year White Black Hispanic Other

1997 92.2 5.5 3.1 4.6

1998 108.4 6.4 3.6 5.6

1999 111.6 7.0 3.8 5.4

2000 100.9 6.8 3.6 4.5

2001 90.2 5.8 3.5 3.9

2002 82.1 5.7 3.1 3.5

2003 88.7 7.1 3.0 3.9

2004 132.6 11.6 4.0 6.3

2005 233.7 20.1 7.5 12.3

2006 309.9 25.2 10.8 18.0

2007 367.8 29.0 13.7 22.9

2008 253.3 17.0 9.7 17.5

2009 87.6 4.9 3.5 6.9

2010 186.4 10.4 7.4 16.1

2011 263.4 15.2 9.0 23.8

2012 254.9 15.7 7.0 23.6

2013 320.7 21.5 7.3 30.6

2014 367.0 26.7 10.9 36.8

2015 364.9 27.3 14.3 39.0

2016 315.6 24.7 14.8 35.5

2017 280.3 24.7 13.5 32.5

2018 453.0 42.5 21.1 53.6

2019 380.0 36.9 16.8 45.9

2020 341.0 30.3 13.8 42.5

2021 501.9 41.6 18.1 64.7

2022 628.2 43.1 21.4 84.0

2023 530.1 36.4 18.4 73.6

2024 582.0 42.6 20.4 82.8

2025 318.4 24.1 11.6 47.4

Source: Enhanced Financial Accounts (Federal Reserve) × DFA Race Shares. Dollar amounts = quarterly buybacks × group’s 
share of corporate equity.
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