
BACKGROUND 
COVID-19 has resulted in a disproportionate number of deaths among Black, Hispanic/Latinx, and 
indigenous Americans across the nation. Where data is available for various states and cities, these 
groups consistently experience worse outcomes. This trend holds true for Indiana’s Black residents. 
On April 13, 2020, the Indiana State Department of Health began including racial/ethnic 
demographics of diagnosed cases and deaths in its online dashboard. On that date, Black Hoosiers 
comprised about 10 percent of Indiana’s population, but 20 percent of COVID-19 deaths. This brief 
looks beyond differences in racial health disparities to understand the structural and social sources 
for these trends. 

DATA CONSIDERATIONS 
We looked at multiple sources to highlight potential origins of racial disparities that influence 
differences in COVID-19 outcomes. Currently, nearly half of the state’s race-related data is missing 
and a quarter of individuals are listed as having an unknown race or ethnicity. Another 12 percent of 
cases are listed as “other” race. This brief focuses on trends among Black residents because despite 
missing data, the disparities are still large. 
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Key Findings 

•     Black Hoosiers may be at greater risk of exposure to 

COVID-19 due to: 

•     Higher rates of employment in sectors deemed as 

essential services and with more human 

interaction 

•     Living in food deserts and low rates of car 

ownership 

•     Higher rates of homelessness and housing 

instability 

•     Higher proportion of the prison population 

•     Black Hoosiers have lower rates of health insurance 

and primary care provider coverage. 

•     Black Hoosiers have higher rates of asthma, obesity, 

diabetes, and high blood pressure than white 

Hoosiers. 
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POTENTIAL CONTRIBUTORS 
Differences in underlying health issues 
Black residents in Indiana tend to have higher rates of health conditions 
that may place them at higher risk for death from COVID-19. Specifically, 
Black adults have higher rates of diabetes, high blood pressure, asthma, 
obesity, and stroke than white residents.1 At the same time, research 
suggests that these health conditions among Black Americans are often 
rooted in social determinants of health—environmental conditions and 
structures that shape an individual’s health behaviors.2 

Black Hoosiers and other racial/ethnic minorities are 
employed in at-risk sectors 
The Indiana Institute for Working Families found that nonwhite employees 
make up 18 percent of the working population in Indiana. However, those 
numbers are higher in occupations now deemed essential during Indiana's 
stay-at-home order. For example, nonwhite employees account for 26 
percent of employees in the food services sector; 29 percent of health care 
support occupations (e.g., nursing and home health aides); and 29 percent 
of material moving occupations (e.g., bus and truck drivers).3 The nature of 
these professions may place Black residents at greater risk. 

Higher poverty rates may influence other negative  
outcomes 
Though poverty has been identified as a source of inherent disparity for 
Black Americans, it may play a particularly important role in obtaining 
health care during the COVID-19 crisis. In Indiana, fewer Black adults 
report having a primary care physician or health insurance.1 That trend 
may mean Black residents are less likely to pursue medical care in the 
early stages of the illness or until the illness has progressed and 
hospitalization is required. Income instability also affects the ability to 
obtain needed materials to shelter in place. 

Unemployment differences can exacerbate poverty rates. White Hoosiers 
experienced unemployment rates of 3 percent compared to nearly 8 
percent for Black Hoosiers at the end of 2018.4 Those rates improved by 
2019, but current layoffs and furloughs have increased unemployment 
substantially. Higher unemployment—especially in a good economy— 
suggests more residents without employer-provided insurance or 
sufficient income, which may be even more pronounced among Black 
residents. 

Residential segregation contributes to fewer amenities 
in majority-Black neighborhoods 
Black residents of different socioeconomic statuses are likely to live in the 
same neighborhood in Indianapolis,5 suggesting potential exposures 
across different income levels. Notably, Black Americans are more likely to 
have worse health outcomes than white Americans even at higher levels of 
income and educational attainment.6 

Food access is an issue for neighborhoods with majority-Black 
populations. In Indianapolis, nearly one-third of Black residents live in a 
food desert compared to 18 percent of white residents and 21 percent of 
Hispanic/Latinx residents.7 Stores in these areas may lack healthy food 

options, forcing residents to go elsewhere for food and potentially reducing 
their ability to socially distance. 

Additionally, due to neighborhood segregation and location, Black 
Hoosiers have higher rates of exposure to air pollution than other 
racial/ethnic groups, potentially increasing their exposure to pollutants 
that can worsen breathing or lung conditions.8 

Limited transportation options may increase exposure 
In Indianapolis, about 16 percent of Black households do not have a car, 
compared to 5 percent of white households and 7 percent of all 
households.9 Statewide, that figure grows to 18 percent for all Black 
Hoosiers. This data suggests that many Black commuters may be using 
public transportation instead, which could make it harder to social 
distance. Recent reports from IndyGo bus drivers have highlighted their 
concerns being able to properly social distance from riders.10 

Housing instability complicates social distancing 
In Marion County, 61 percent of homeless individuals are Black.11 Reports 
that COVID-19 is spreading in Indianapolis’ homeless shelters highlights a 
dangerous opportunity for infection among a highly vulnerable population. 

For those who do have a place to call home, renters tend to be more 
financially unstable than homeowners. Research identified high rates of 
Black renters in Marion County (70 percent) and Indiana (63 percent). In 
Marion County, neighborhoods with high proportions of Black renters were 
associated with higher rent burdens.12 Temporary policy protections in 
Indiana that prevented evictions of tenants who do not pay rent expired 
July 31. 

Black offenders overrepresented in prison population 
The Indiana Department of Correction reports 38 percent of its inmates 
are Black, more than four times the state’s Black population.13 As Indiana 
reports increasing COVID-19 rates in state prisons and local jails, Black 
inmates may be more likely to contract the virus due to close quarters in 
prisons.14 

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 
Overall, social and structural determinants may help explain why COVID-19 
has resulted in higher death rates among Black Indiana residents. 
Importantly, COVID-19 is not the first example of how health disparities 
manifest in communities of color, but it has generated substantial 
attention compared to other health-related outcomes. 

Additional studies need to consider the following: 

•     Local policy or organizational solutions to racial disparities related to 

COVID-19 and other health outcomes 

•     The role of medical discrimination and access to care for Black 

residents, including equitable access to COVID-19 testing 

•     Opportunities to obtain higher quality data on race/ethnicity relating 

to COVID-19 cases 
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Decision 2020: Electing Indiana’s Future 

Every four years, in conjunction with Indiana’s gubernatorial election, the IU Public Policy Institute (PPI) 
sponsors a Gubernatorial Candidates Forum. This year’s event will be virtual, and broadcast by WFYI and 
other Indiana Public Broadcasting Stations, as well as available for viewing at go.iu.edu/Decision2020. 
The event is intended to further the mission of the PPI and its Center for Civic Literacy (CCL) to produce 
unbiased, high-quality research, analyses, and policy guidance to promote positive change and improve 
the quality of life in communities across Indiana and the nation. 

Cities and states today face significant issues and their elected officials have considerable latitude 
in addressing those issues. 

In Indiana, the 2020 gubernatorial and legislative elections will determine how the state pursues 
policies in education, infrastructure, taxation, health care, environmental policy, and much more. 
These policies affect us in meaningful and sustained ways on a daily basis. In order to cast an 
informed vote, citizens must understand what the issues are, the candidates’ approaches to those 
issues, and the legal and political systems within which they must make their preferred policies 
work. 

CCL faculty and staff identified key policy areas facing Indiana in 2020, and enlisted experts in each 
of those areas. The resulting issue briefs provide policymakers and citizens with important context, 
background, and identify critical policy issues. Each brief is based upon research and analysis of 
available data about the state of Indiana, and includes comparisons with other states as well as 
national trends. Each guide also points readers to local and state level resources offering additional 
information on the topic.

Indiana University  
Center for Civic Literacy 

The Center for Civic Literacy is a multi-
disciplinary center. It was first established 
with support from an IUPUI Signature Center 
grant. It was created in response to 
recognition of Americans' troublingly low 
levels of civic knowledge, and to investigate 
both the causes and consequences of 
widespread civic illiteracy—the lack of basic 
knowledge needed to make informed public 
judgments. Our mission is to increase public 
understanding of our civic deficit and its 
effect on democratic decision-making, and to 
identify and promote the use of effective tools 
to help educators and others correct the 
problem. The Center for Civic Literacy fulfills 
its mission through scholarly research and 
publication, public teaching, and community-
based partnerships. 

Indiana University 
Center for Research on 
Inclusion and Social Policy  
The Center for Research on Inclusion & Social 
Policy (CRISP) was created to address 
complex social issues and the effects of social 
policy through applied, data-driven, and 
translational research. CRISP analyzes and 
disseminates community-relevant research 
about social disparities and policy issues. 

Indiana University  
Public Policy Institute  

The Indiana University Public Policy Institute 
produces unbiased, high-quality research, 
analyses and policy guidance to promote 
positive change and improve the quality of life 
in communities across Indiana and the nation. 
Our clients use our research to enhance their 
programs and services, to develop strategies 
and policies, to evaluate the impact of their 
decisions—and ultimately to help the people 
they serve. Established in 1992, PPI is part of 
the IU O’Neill School of Public and 
Environmental Affairs. 
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