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St. Louis City Direct Cash 
Assistance: Racial Equity 

Analysis

While all Missourians were impacted by the economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, some 
were hit harder than others. Although every Missourian deserves the opportunity to thrive, with quality 
housing they can afford, a job that lets them provide for their families, and a strong community that 
offers access to a quality education, affordable healthcare, and all the resources that help families 
succeed, the pandemic highlighted the economic and racial disparities in Missouri that kept these 
conditions out of reach in many communities.  

The unprecedented funds available to state and local governments through federal stimulus bills such as 
the American Rescue Plan provided an opportunity to build toward a better and more equitable future 
for all Missourians. In 2021, St. Louis City dedicated $5 million of its portion of the Coronavirus State 
and Local Fiscal Recovery Fund1 toward $500 direct cash assistance payments to 9,300 St. Louis 
residents impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. This report compares the recipients of those payments 
to the overall distribution of St. Louis City to determine whether these payments were equitably 
distributed.  

St. Louis City Direct Cash Assistance Program 

In the early months of the pandemic, nearly half of all Missourians lived in a household that had lost 
employment income.2 One in five either missed or were at high risk of missing a rent or mortgage 
payment, and nearly one in eight were unable to put enough food on the table.3  

 St. Louis City government recognized that quickly providing direct cash assistance to impacted residents 
could address these issues. Unlike other types of public assistance, cash assistance is flexible and allows 
families to purchase basic necessities or to respond to unexpected or irregular expenses. The vast 
majority of families receiving this type of cash assistance use the payments to invest in essentials (such 
as food, clothing, diapers, shelter, and utilities) and education.4 A growing body of research indicates 
that income support programs, such as cash assistance, are associated with improved infant and 
maternal health, better school performance and higher college enrollment.5  

Eligibility to receive direct cash assistance was limited to one 
payment per household and to residents with an income of less than 
80% of the Area Median Income (AMI) who suffered a loss of income 
due to the pandemic including (but not limited to) job loss, medical 
expenses, or reduced hours at work.  
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St. Louis City’s Direct Cash Assistance program distributed $500 payments to 9,300 St. Louis households 
(or nearly 7% of all households in St. Louis City); these funds were invested in food, shelter, 
transportation, health care, childcare, and other basic necessities. 

Sample Survey Responses from Recipients of Direct Cash Assistance 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Missouri Jobs with Justice. (2021). $500 Direct Cash Assistance Follow-up Survey. 
 
 
Percent of Households Receiving Direct Cash Assistance by Type of Hardship Experienced: 

 
Source: 2021 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; St. Louis City Office of the Treasurer 

 
 
Percent of Households Receiving Direct Cash Assistance who spent the payments on: 

 
Source: Missouri Jobs with Justice. (2021). $500 Direct Cash Assistance Follow-up Survey. 
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“I lost my job during the 
pandemic and this helped 
keep me my wife and our 

kids in our home.” 

“I was 2 months behind on 
my electric and gas so paid 
both up and a little left for 
groceries!! It was a huge 

help for me !!” 

“I was able to pay some 
bills, eat and fix my car so 

now I am able to work.” 
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Racial Equity Analysis 

Due to longstanding barriers that limit income and wealth accumulation opportunities (stemming from 
practices like redlining, mass incarceration, anti-immigrant policies, and discrimination), Black and 
Brown Missourians are disproportionately likely to have difficulty making ends meet. This is particularly 
true during economic downturns, during which unemployment among Black and Brown workers rises 
faster and stays high longer than among white workers.6 Further, the economic impact on Black 
Missourians was heightened in the pandemic because Black workers were more likely to work in jobs 
susceptible to pandemic-related staffing reductions.7  

Thus, while cash assistance targeted toward families most affected by the economic impacts of the 
pandemic serves people of all races, this support also had the potential to serve a higher proportion of 
Black and Brown Missourians, thus reducing existing racial disparities. 

Distribution of $500 Direct Cash Assistance Payments and Economic Security of St. Louis City Residents 
by Race/Ethnicity

  
Source: 2021 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; St. Louis City Office of the Treasurer 

Black residents of St. Louis City have a median income that is well below half that of white residents and 
are more than twice as likely to live in poverty. Given the disproportionately high levels of economic 
insecurity within this group, Black residents received nearly 80% of direct cash assistance payments in 
St. Louis City. The high level of uptake was in-part the result of outreach by St. Louis City, including 
application fairs targeted toward residents with barriers in accessing online applications as well as 
targeted outreach through nonprofit organizations and service providers.  

While Hispanic/Latino residents of St. Louis City are also disproportionately likely to experience 
economic insecurity, the disparities are much less dramatic than among Black residents. Yet 
Hispanic/Latino residents received a lower share of direct cash assistance payments than would be 
expected given elevated levels of economic insecurity. While St. Louis City did provide targeted 
outreach, including to undocumented families, this underrepresentation likely reflects long 
documented barriers to participation in public assistance programs among Hispanic/Latino families 
including immigration concerns, language barriers, and difficulty navigating and producing 
documentation for program requirements.8  
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As shown in the figures below, the estimated share of households receiving DCA payments closely 
mirrors the distribution of St. Louis City residents who are Black as well as residents who live below the 
poverty line (see Appendix for detailed results). While residents across all areas of St. Louis City 
benefited from the program, areas in northern and eastern sections of St. Louis City that have a higher 
share of Black residents and/or residents living in poverty received higher proportion of direct cash 
assistance. 

Distribution of Direct Cash Assistance (DCA) payments by Zip Code as compared to 
Distribution of St. Louis City Residents by Race and Poverty 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

This analysis suggests that the St. Louis City Direct Cash Assistance program was successful in equitably 
distributing payments to non-Hispanic Black households and households below the poverty line. 
However, more work needs to be done to remove barriers faced by Hispanic/Latino households in St. 
Louis City, including ensuring program documentation is accessible for immigrant and/or undocumented 
households. 

While the impact of one-time payments on racial disparities in income and poverty are limited, these 
results can be used to inform the design and distribution of St. Louis City’s newly passed Guaranteed 
Basic Income Pilot as well as other cash assistance programs at the state and local level in Missouri.   

Share of St. Louis Residents 
who are Black by Zip Code 

 

Share of St. Louis Households 
Receiving DCA by Zip Code 

 

Share of St. Louis Residents 
in Poverty by Zip Code 
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Appendix: Distribution of DCA Payments, Race, and Poverty by St. Louis 
City Zip Code 

 
Source: 2021 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; St. Louis City Office of the Treasurer 

Note: Estimated share of households receiving DCA calculated based on the estimated number of 
households in each zip code within St. Louis City using the Missouri Census Data Center Geographic 
Correspondence Engine (Geocorr 2022).9 
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