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ANALYSIS 

COVID-19’s Toll on People
of Color Is Worse Than We
Knew
New data shows deaths from all causes—COVID and

otherwise—have gone up 9 percent among White Americans,

but more than 30 percent in communities of color.

By ANNA FLAGG, DAMINI SHARMA, LARRY FENN and MIKE STOBBE
Video journalist Marshall Ritzel from The Associated Press contributed reporting.

As many as 215,000 more people than usual died in the U.S. during the �rst seven months of 2020,

suggesting that the number of lives lost to the coronavirus is signi�cantly higher than the o�cial

toll. And half the dead were people of color—Blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans and, to a marked

degree unrecognized until now, Asian Americans.

�e new �gures from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention highlight a stark disparity:

Deaths among people of color during the crisis have risen far more than they have among Whites.

As of the end of July, the o�cial death toll in the U.S. from COVID-19 was about 150,000. It has

since grown to over 170,000.

But public health authorities have long known that some coronavirus

deaths, especially early on, were mistakenly attributed to other causes, and

that the crisis may have led indirectly to the loss of many other lives by

preventing or discouraging people with other serious ailments from seeking

treatment.
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A count of deaths from all causes during the seven-month period yields what experts believe is a

fuller—and more alarming—picture of the disaster and its racial dimensions.

People of color make up just under 40 percent of the U.S. population but accounted for

approximately 52 percent of all the “excess deaths” above normal through July, according to an

analysis by �e Marshall Project and �e Associated Press.

In the worst week of the �rst wave, the new data shows deaths in many communities of color more

than doubled—a rise quadruple what Whites experienced.

“�e toll of the pandemic shows just how pervasive structural racism is,” said Olugbenga Ajilore,

senior economist at the Center for American Progress, a public policy organization in Washington.

Source: 2018 U.S. Census, CDC weekly death estimates by race and Hispanic origin. The data is
provisional and likely undercounts true numbers of deaths in some cases. Due to di�erences in estimation
methodologies, summing counts over demographic groups does not provide an accurate estimate of total deaths.

Earlier data on cases, hospitalizations and deaths revealed the especially heavy toll on Black,

Hispanic and Native Americans, a disparity attributed to unequal access to health care and

economic opportunities. But the increases in total deaths by race were not reported until now; nor

was the disproportionate burden of the disease on Asian Americans.

With this new data, Asian Americans join Blacks and Hispanics among the hardest-hit

communities, with deaths in each group up at least 30 percent this year compared with the average

over the last �ve years, the analysis found. Deaths among Native Americans rose more than 20

United States Deaths above or below normal

White
60% of pop.
+119,472 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

100%

50%

2020 deaths
+29% at peak

Jan 2020 July

Black
12% of pop.
+60,004 deaths
+31% overall

Jan 2020 July

100%

50%

+113%

Jan 2020 July

Hispanic
18% of pop.
+50,426 deaths
+44% overall

Jan 2020 July

100%

50%

+114%

Jan 2020 July

Asian
6% of pop.
+13,620 deaths
+35% overall

Jan 2020 July

100%

50%

+111%

Jan 2020 July

Native American
<1% of pop.
+2,199 deaths
+22% overall

Jan 2020 July

100

50
+58%

Jan 2020 July

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/news/updates/2018.html
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/covid19/excess_deaths.htm
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percent, though that is probably a severe undercount because of a lack of data. Deaths among

Whites were up 9 percent.

�e toll on Asian Americans has received far less attention, perhaps in part because the numbers

who have died—about 14,000 more than normal this year—have been far lower than among

several other groups. Still, the 35 percent increase in Asian American deaths is the second-highest,

behind Hispanic Americans.

In an average year, somewhere around 1.7 million people die in the United States between January

and the end of July. �is year the �gure was about 1.9 million, according to the CDC.

Of the possible 215,000 additional deaths above normal through July—a total that has since risen to

as many as 235,000—most were o�cially attributed to coronavirus infections. �e rest were

blamed on other causes, including heart disease, high blood pressure and other types of

respiratory diseases.

�e CDC has not yet provided a breakdown by race and ethnicity of the deaths from other causes.

�e newly released data is considered provisional and subject to change as more information

comes in. Certain categories of deaths—suicides or drug overdoses, for example—often involve

lengthy investigations before a cause is assigned.

�e outbreak’s disproportionate e�ect on communities of color is not limited to a speci�c region of

the country.

�e virus �rst hit urban areas on the East and West coasts. But according to University of

Minnesota researcher Carrie Henning-Smith, disparities have also been seen as the disease spread

across the country to Southern and Western states with large rural populations.

For example, Arizona reported almost 60 percent more Native American deaths so far this year

compared with previous years, and New Mexico recorded over 40 percent more. Between the two

states, over 1,100 more Native Americans have died than normal.

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/08/21/covid-19-s-toll-on-people-of-color-is-worse-than-we-knew


9/24/2020 COVID-19’s Toll on People of Color Is Worse Than We Knew | The Marshall Project

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/08/21/covid-19-s-toll-on-people-of-color-is-worse-than-we-knew 4/18

It looks like you're in...

Indiana Deaths above or below normal

White
+3,715 deaths
+11% overall

Jan 2020 July

+31%

Black
+887 deaths
+28% overall

Jan 2020 July

+94%

Hispanic
+267 deaths
+44% overall

Jan 2020 July

+122%

Other states with available data...

Alabama Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,980 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+39%

Black
+1,323 deaths
+19% overall

Jan 2020 July

+49%

Alaska Deaths above or below normal

White
+45 deaths
+3% overall

Jan 2020 July

+25%

Native American
+10 deaths
+2% overall

Jan 2020 July

+78%
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Arizona Deaths above or below normal

White
+4,617 deaths
+18% overall

Jan 2020 July

+67%

Black
+473 deaths
+42% overall

Jan 2020 July

+142%

Hispanic
+2,395 deaths
+51% overall

Jan 2020 July

+196%

Native American
+718 deaths
+59% overall

Jan 2020 July

+174%

Arkansas Deaths above or below normal

White
+781 deaths
+5% overall

Jan 2020 July

+23%

Black
+444 deaths
+20% overall

Jan 2020 July

+57%

California Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,698 deaths
+2% overall

Jan 2020 July

+15%

Black
+2,137 deaths
+18% overall

Jan 2020 July

+41%

Hispanic
+9,127 deaths
+30% overall

Jan 2020 July

+78%

Asian
+3,266 deaths
+21% overall

Jan 2020 July

+39%

Native American
+76 deaths
+10% overall

Jan 2020 July

+73%
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Colorado Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,217 deaths
+12% overall

Jan 2020 July

+40%

Black
+349 deaths
+41% overall

Jan 2020 July

+144%

Hispanic
+1,006 deaths
+37% overall

Jan 2020 July

+89%

Delaware Deaths above or below normal

White
+791 deaths
+19% overall

Jan 2020 July

+69%

Black
+269 deaths
+30% overall

Jan 2020 July

+163%

Florida Deaths above or below normal

White
+7,678 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+36%

Black
+3,690 deaths
+28% overall

Jan 2020 July

+87%

Hispanic
+3,972 deaths
+26% overall

Jan 2020 July

+79%

Asian
+386 deaths
+34% overall

Jan 2020 July

+88%
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Georgia Deaths above or below normal

White
+3,763 deaths
+11% overall

Jan 2020 July

+29%

Black
+2,758 deaths
+20% overall

Jan 2020 July

+50%

Hispanic
+454 deaths
+49% overall

Jan 2020 July

+137%

Asian
+217 deaths
+36% overall

Jan 2020 July

+124%

Hawaii Deaths above or below normal

White
+2 deaths
+0% overall

Jan 2020 July

+31%

Asian
-45 deaths
-1% overall

Jan 2020 July

+24%

Illinois Deaths above or below normal

White
+4,372 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+32%

Black
+3,536 deaths
+37% overall

Jan 2020 July

+115%

Hispanic
+2,214 deaths
+70% overall

Jan 2020 July

+223%

Asian
+659 deaths
+54% overall

Jan 2020 July

+175%
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Kansas Deaths above or below normal

White
+477 deaths
+4% overall

Jan 2020 July

+15%

Black
+222 deaths
+28% overall

Jan 2020 July

+86%

Hispanic
+179 deaths
+37% overall

Jan 2020 July

+127%

Kentucky Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,459 deaths
+6% overall

Jan 2020 July

+21%

Black
+340 deaths
+19% overall

Jan 2020 July

+55%

Louisiana Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,877 deaths
+16% overall

Jan 2020 July

+54%

Black
+2,718 deaths
+35% overall

Jan 2020 July

+137%

Hispanic
+187 deaths
+47% overall

Jan 2020 July

+131%
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Maryland Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,204 deaths
+12% overall

Jan 2020 July

+42%

Black
+2,711 deaths
+33% overall

Jan 2020 July

+110%

Hispanic
+642 deaths
+109% overall

Jan 2020 July

+337%

Asian
+271 deaths
+39% overall

Jan 2020 July

+189%

Massachusetts Deaths above or below normal

White
+6,200 deaths
+20% overall

Jan 2020 July

+113%

Black
+1,090 deaths
+70% overall

Jan 2020 July

+367%

Hispanic
+797 deaths
+62% overall

Jan 2020 July

+221%

Asian
+407 deaths
+64% overall

Jan 2020 July

+221%

Michigan Deaths above or below normal

White
+6,575 deaths
+14% overall

Jan 2020 July

+49%

Black
+3,947 deaths
+51% overall

Jan 2020 July

+271%

Hispanic
+322 deaths
+33% overall

Jan 2020 July

+121%
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Minnesota Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,398 deaths
+10% overall

Jan 2020 July

+29%

Black
+302 deaths
+37% overall

Jan 2020 July

+108%

Asian
+143 deaths
+38% overall

Jan 2020 July

+123%

Mississippi Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,254 deaths
+10% overall

Jan 2020 July

+63%

Black
+1,503 deaths
+26% overall

Jan 2020 July

+71%

Missouri Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,543 deaths
+5% overall

Jan 2020 July

+18%

Black
+936 deaths
+24% overall

Jan 2020 July

+86%
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Nevada Deaths above or below normal

White
+774 deaths
+7% overall

Jan 2020 July

+23%

Black
+403 deaths
+32% overall

Jan 2020 July

+82%

Hispanic
+455 deaths
+35% overall

Jan 2020 July

+148%

Asian
+195 deaths
+26% overall

Jan 2020 July

+109%

New Jersey Deaths above or below normal

White
+8,954 deaths
+28% overall

Jan 2020 July

+169%

Black
+3,827 deaths
+68% overall

Jan 2020 July

+417%

Hispanic
+4,081 deaths
+124% overall

Jan 2020 July

+624%

Asian
+1,366 deaths
+107% overall

Jan 2020 July

+573%

New Mexico Deaths above or below normal

White
+511 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+39%

Hispanic
+687 deaths
+19% overall

Jan 2020 July

+59%

Native American
+405 deaths
+42% overall

Jan 2020 July

+204%
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New York Deaths above or below normal

White
+8,322 deaths
+16% overall

Jan 2020 July

+96%

Black
+2,853 deaths
+69% overall

Jan 2020 July

+392%

Hispanic
+2,548 deaths
+133% overall

Jan 2020 July

+658%

Asian
+701 deaths
+102% overall

Jan 2020 July

+688%

New York City Deaths above or below normal

White
+6,708 deaths
+50% overall

Jan 2020 July

+405%

Black
+8,376 deaths
+101% overall

Jan 2020 July

+738%

Hispanic
+7,839 deaths
+126% overall

Jan 2020 July

+929%

Asian
+2,877 deaths
+112% overall

Jan 2020 July

+761%

Ohio Deaths above or below normal

White
+3,671 deaths
+6% overall

Jan 2020 July

+21%

Black
+1,441 deaths
+18% overall

Jan 2020 July

+51%

Hispanic
+193 deaths
+28% overall

Jan 2020 July

+100%
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Oklahoma Deaths above or below normal

White
+611 deaths
+3% overall

Jan 2020 July

+24%

Black
+135 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+60%

Hispanic
+145 deaths
+27% overall

Jan 2020 July

+83%

Native American
+114 deaths
+8% overall

Jan 2020 July

+45%

Oregon Deaths above or below normal

White
+716 deaths
+4% overall

Jan 2020 July

+15%

Hispanic
+208 deaths
+35% overall

Jan 2020 July

+111%

Pennsylvania Deaths above or below normal

White
+6,078 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+40%

Black
+2,784 deaths
+38% overall

Jan 2020 July

+144%

Hispanic
+879 deaths
+53% overall

Jan 2020 July

+185%

Asian
+347 deaths
+51% overall

Jan 2020 July

+232%
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South Carolina Deaths above or below normal

White
+3,081 deaths
+15% overall

Jan 2020 July

+64%

Black
+1,663 deaths
+24% overall

Jan 2020 July

+70%

Tennessee Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,842 deaths
+8% overall

Jan 2020 July

+24%

Black
+1,010 deaths
+17% overall

Jan 2020 July

+44%

Hispanic
+243 deaths
+70% overall

Jan 2020 July

+240%

Texas Deaths above or below normal

White
+7,159 deaths
+10% overall

Jan 2020 July

+54%

Black
+3,110 deaths
+22% overall

Jan 2020 July

+52%

Hispanic
+7,817 deaths
+32% overall

Jan 2020 July

+159%

Asian
+723 deaths
+35% overall

Jan 2020 July

+79%

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/08/21/covid-19-s-toll-on-people-of-color-is-worse-than-we-knew


9/24/2020 COVID-19’s Toll on People of Color Is Worse Than We Knew | The Marshall Project

https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/08/21/covid-19-s-toll-on-people-of-color-is-worse-than-we-knew 15/18

Virginia Deaths above or below normal

White
+3,245 deaths
+11% overall

Jan 2020 July

+30%

Black
+1,676 deaths
+22% overall

Jan 2020 July

+46%

Hispanic
+506 deaths
+67% overall

Jan 2020 July

+215%

Asian
+311 deaths
+36% overall

Jan 2020 July

+90%

Washington Deaths above or below normal

White
+1,600 deaths
+6% overall

Jan 2020 July

+19%

Black
+177 deaths
+19% overall

Jan 2020 July

+83%

Hispanic
+450 deaths
+40% overall

Jan 2020 July

+94%

Asian
+294 deaths
+23% overall

Jan 2020 July

+83%

Native American
+86 deaths
+18% overall

Jan 2020 July

+92%

Washington, D.C. Deaths above or below normal

White
+60 deaths
+7% overall

Jan 2020 July

+71%

Black
+882 deaths
+38% overall

Jan 2020 July

+127%
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Note: states without complete data are not shown; when states report complete data for some demographic groups but
not others, only groups with complete data are shown.

Another surprise: Only about half of the Asian American deaths have been o�cially linked to

COVID-19, lower than for all other groups. Jarvis Chen, a lecturer at Harvard University’s public

health school, said Asian Americans may not be getting tested at the same rate as other groups, for

reasons that are unclear, and that could result in some virus deaths being attributed to something

else.

Dr. Namratha Kandula of Northwestern University echoed that theory. She also cautioned against

generalizing about the underlying health of Asian Americans as a whole, noting that they are a

diverse group from many di�erent nations and cultures.

“It’s not enough to clump them all together because it does not tell the whole story,” she said.

Charlton Rhee, whose parents came to the U.S. from South Korea, lost both of them to COVID-19

this spring as the virus surged in New York City.

His mother, Eulja Rhee, went out one day, and when she returned, “she told me someone had

coughed in her face” as she was getting o� a bus, said Rhee, a nursing home administrator in

Queens. "She was wearing a mask, but it got into her eyes.”

She died in the hospital, just shy of her 75th birthday.

Rhee found out a day later that his father, Man Joon Rhee, had tested positive. “He had caught it

from my mother,” he said. “His heart was broken. And he said to me that he wanted to know if it

was OK to be with Mom.”

Wisconsin Deaths above or below normal

White
+2,432 deaths
+9% overall

Jan 2020 July

+28%

Black
+614 deaths
+40% overall

Jan 2020 July

+115%

Hispanic
+278 deaths
+60% overall

Jan 2020 July

+193%
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He stayed home, receiving hospice care, and died at 83.

 Charlton Rhee, center, whose
parents came to the U.S. from South
Korea, lost both his mother, Eulja
Rhee at right, and his father, Man
Joon Rhee at left, to COVID-19 as
the virus surged in New York City.
COURTESY OF CHARLTON RHEE, VIA ASSOCIATED

PRESS

“�e Asian American community has su�ered greatly during this,” and government o�cials

provided little help, especially initially, Rhee said. Community associations had to step in with food

drives, personal protective equipment and other help.

Racial disparities in deaths predate COVID-19, and many forces combine to produce them:

Some communities of color are more likely to have lower incomes and to share living space

with larger families, increasing the risk of transmission.

�ey have higher rates of health problems, including diabetes, obesity and lung problems, the

result of living in places where healthier foods are harder to get and the environment is

polluted. �ose same factors make them more likely to become severely ill or die from the

coronavirus.

�ey are more often uninsured and tend to live farther from hospitals.

�ey are disproportionately incarcerated, which has been linked to long-term e�ects on

health.

Experts point to a long history of discrimination that causes distrust of the health care system.

And people of color are more likely to �ll essential roles that require them to keep going to

work during the pandemic.

Dr. Sobiya Ansari, who works predominantly with Black immigrant cancer patients in New York

City, worries when they miss or postpone radiation or screenings. Already, the city has seen double

the number of Black deaths this year compared with previous years.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/07/12/key-findings-on-the-rise-in-income-inequality-within-americas-racial-and-ethnic-groups/
https://www.npr.org/2020/08/08/899841137/extended-families-living-together-raise-risks-for-covid-19-transmission
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2020/06/15/racism-is-a-public-health-crisis-say-cities-and-counties
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5823283/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/news/2016/04/25/136361/5-things-to-know-about-communities-of-color-and-environmental-justice/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK24693/
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“If a storm hits and you’re safe inside your house, you’re safe.” she said. “�en there is a population

of people that don’t even have umbrellas. �e storm hits, and they’re just really swept away.”
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