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The U.S. economy experienced several structural shifts over the past several 
decades, including a large increase in inequality across a variety of dimensions. 
Despite headlines about inequality as a single issue, there are several aspects to 
the phenomenon. To be sure, incomes are skyrocketing among the top earners, 
income growth for the middle class is slower than in the past, and income growth 
is all but stagnant for those at the bottom. 

Yet income isn’t the only dimension of inequality. We have seen increases in inequal-
ity in wages and salaries, access to quality jobs, educational attainment, family and 
household workplace policies, and, of course, wealth. Considered together, the top 
members of our society are quickly pulling away from the rest of us across a variety 
of dimensions, with those in the middle and the bottom of our society experiencing 
little to no gains.

We are not the only ones to notice these trends. Nor are we the only ones to be 
asking what this means for our society and for our economy. Last year, just after 
we launched the Washington Center for Equitable Growth, President Obama 
argued that inequality was “the defining challenge of our times.”1  Soon after, 
Sen. Marco Rubio (R-FL) and Rep. Raul Ryan (R-WI) called on policymakers to 
grapple with specific aspects of inequality and what it means for our nation.2

A robust set of academic research seeks to understand how the changes in income 
inequality affect our economy. Looking at the overall picture, this research sug-
gests that in cases of extreme inequality, such as prior to the Great Depression in 
the 1920s as well as today in the United States, inequality is negatively associated 
with economic growth and stability.3  But this research on the overall relationship 
between inequality and growth does not necessarily help us understand why or 
how inequality affects the economy or provide policymakers with solutions to 
address these challenges.

Then, last spring, Paris School of Economics professor Thomas Piketty spurred 
an international debate with his book, “Capital in the 21st Century.”4 He sought 
to understand the interrelations between rising inequality and economic growth. 
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The publication of his book led to many an econo-geek sporting t-shirts with the 
now-famous, but still cryptic “r>g” equation. One of Piketty’s fundamental con-
clusions is that so long as the rate of return on capital continues to be greater than 
the rate of economic growth—or, wage growth—then capital will become ever 
more concentrated. 

There are for a variety of reasons to think that this calcification of wealth is not in 
the interest of long-term economic growth, which brings us to a set of empirical 
questions that Equitable Growth seeks to understand: 

• What are the mechanisms through which inequality affects the economy? 
• Which ones play out in the short term and which play out in the long term? 
• Are they mostly on the supply side or on the demand side, or both?
                                                                                                                                                        

We have prepared this report for our second annual conference on September 19, 
2014, and  have asked a diverse array of scholars and policymakers with expertise 
in issues such as human capital development, productivity growth, entrepre-
neurship, and wage growth to examine these developments across our economy. 
Because the trends—and their implications—play out differently across the 
income spectrum, we have organized our discussion around trends and policies 
focused on the bottom, the middle, and the very top of the income ladder. 

We seek to begin a conversation that not only accelerates analysis on whether and 
how these factors affect economic growth and stability but also inspires policy 
solutions that reduce inequality and expand economic growth, mobility and 
opportunity for all.

Heather Boushey

Executive Director and Chief Economist 
The Washington Center for Equitable Growth
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November2013 In our first request for proposals, which we announced at our first annual confer-
ence last November, we outlined four mechanisms through which we hypothesized 
inequality could affect economic growth and stability. These four mechanisms are 
human capital, consumption and demand, political and economic institutions, and 
entrepreneurship.

In July we awarded a total of $610,000 to 16 grantees, including co-funding for 
two of those grantees by the Russell Sage Foundation, the century old founda-
tion devoted to funding research in the social sciences. Equitable Growth’s grants 
are designed to accelerate cutting-edge analysis into whether and how structural 
changes in the U.S. economy, particularly those related to the distribution of 
wealth and the provision of opportunity, affect economic growth.

Three grants will examine the role of human capital—the talent needed to boost 
our economy’s productivity. Taken together these grants will explore whether and 
how inequality affects human capital, specifically examining the importance of 
public investments in early childhood and primary and secondary schooling. 

Three grants will support research on the demand side of the economy, including 
both debt and consumption, in order to broaden our understanding of how demand 
drives growth by creating markets for goods and services and allowing investors to 
plan for the future. These grants focus on whether and how inequality affects patterns 
of indebtedness and consumption, which affects economic growth and stability. 

Three grants will fund investigations into whether and how the quality of govern-
ment and labor market institutions foster economic growth and stability. These 
grants will examine how labor market institutions and public policies affect 
employment and business outcomes and will inform a variety of employment 
policies at the local, state, and federal levels.

Our Grantmaking

Outlined four 
mechanisms through which 

we hypothesized
inequality could affect 
economic growth and stability 
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We also gave grants to six “young scholars”—either graduate students or newly 
minted Ph.Ds. Several of these researchers are beginning tenure-track positions at 
top universities beginning in the next academic year. Encouraging these up-and-
coming academics to pursue these lines of inquiry will create a pool of scholars 
engaged early in their careers in investigating critical questions for understanding 
how to create equitable growth. —Elisabeth Jacobs, Senior Director for Policy and 
Academnic Programs

July2014

$610,000
Awarded
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Today the official poverty rate in the United States is back to levels we 
haven’t seen in 20 years, and the incomes of families at or near the bot-
tom of the income ladder are at the same level they were in the early 

1970s.1 Studies show poverty rates on the decline since the beginning of Great 
Society programs in the 1960s until the late 1990s, but seeing as wages have not 
improved, this decrease in poverty was almost entirely due to increased govern-
ment transfers.2 

Poverty is back up because wages at the bottom have stagnated or fallen. Over the 
past 40 years, workers in the bottom 40 percent of the wage spectrum experienced 
negligible wage growth, and wages have fallen for those in the bottom 10 percent, 
after accounting for inflation.3 The trends have been worse for men than women, 
in no small part because women’s increased educational attainment and on-the-job 
experience have boosted their wages over the past few decades. 

Researchers find that the lack of wage-and-income growth for families at the bot-
tom of the income ladder in particular results in serious economic consequences. 
First, the continued lack of income growth harms low-income children’s develop-
ment, which affects our nation’s future human capital. Second, a growing body 
of evidence suggests that the lack of income gains at the bottom have macroeco-
nomic consequences because it either reduces consumption or encourages more 
debt, both of which are destabilizing.4  

But there are remedies for these problems, such as raising the minimum wage. 
Research by economists Daniel Aaronson and Eric French at the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Chicago and Sumit Agarwal of the University of Singapore find that 
increasing the minimum wage boosts the consumption of affected workers.5 And 
a battery of other research shows that raising the minimum wage does not reduce 
local employment and reduces employee turnover.6 

Understanding Economic 
Inequality and Growth at the 
Bottom of the Income Ladder
Whether and how the exclusion of low-wage workers from the benefits of economic 

growth poses challenges for the future growth and stability of our economy

Bo
tto

m



Building a Strong Foundation for the U.S. Economy | www.equitablegrowth.org 11

FIGURE 1

The three essays in this section of our conference report—by Christopher Wimer, 
a research scientist at Columbia Population Research Center, Arindrajit Dube, 
an associate professor of economics at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, 
and Gavin Kelley, chief executive of the Resolution Foundation in the United 
Kingdom—look the overall exclusion of low-wage workers from the benefits 
of economic growth and how that affects the future growth and stability of our 
economy. They also consider whether the government should focus on raising 
market wages though policies such as the minimum wage, anti-poverty assistance 
or some better combination of the two approaches. —Heather Boushey
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How does the rise in economic inequality affect workers and their families 
at the bottom of the income ladder? To begin to approach an answer 
to such a question, it is important to first understand the facts on the 

ground. What have these workers and their families experienced over the past 
several decades? A common but deeply flawed measure of their wellbeing over 
the years is the official poverty rate, which fluctuates over a fairly narrow band but 
remained essentially flat since President Lyndon B. Johnson’s declaration of the War 
on Poverty in the mid-1960s.1

This is not the forum to rehearse the litany of reasons why the official poverty rate 
is fundamentally flawed. But perhaps its biggest shortcoming is that it doesn’t count 
the many resources directed toward low-income families when measuring income. 
These resources include in-kind benefits such as supplemental nutrition assistance 
(what we used to call food stamps) and housing assistance, but also after-tax benefits 
such as the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit. 

When these resources are properly accounted for in a poverty measure, my colleagues 
and I at Columbia University demonstrate that poverty rates fell by about 40 percent 
over the past half century, from 26 percent in 1967 to 16 percent today.2 We have 
made more progress than we thought in fighting poverty in the United States since the 
1960s. That is the good news. The bad news is that the declines I note above have come 
entirely because of the work of government policies and programs—not because low-
income workers and families have succeeded in the workplace. 

Indeed, aside from the latter half of the 1990s, low-income workers and families generally 
fared poorly relative to their more advantaged peers in the middle class and especially 
compared to the wealthy in terms of income growth. Absent resources from government 

Christopher Wimer
Research Scientist at the Columbia University School of Social Work, and
and Co-Director of Columbia’s new Center on Poverty and Social Policy

Low-income 

workers and 

families generally 

fared poorly relative 

to their more 

advantaged peers 

in the middle class 

and especially 

among the wealthy. 

Inequality and the Wellbeing of the 
Poor in the United States
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programs, poverty (properly measured) would have actually increased between the 
1960s and today—from 27 percent to 29 percent, equal to about 37 million people.3 

Focusing exclusively on numbers and percentages surrounding a specific poverty 
line, however, obscures other trends in income and the wellbeing of the poor. Recent 
data that my colleagues and I are collecting for a new longitudinal study of New York 
City residents tells us that actual levels of material hardship—the inability to meet 
one’s routine expenses—are actually quite a bit higher than poverty rates, even as 
properly measured. This means we need to think about those at the bottom of the 
income spectrum as not just those who fall below some predetermined poverty line 
but also those who find themselves consistently struggling to keep pace with what it 
costs to get by in contemporary society.

So a key question is whether the run-up in income inequality over the past five 
decades is a driving force of the economic woes of the less fortunate or simply 
another measure of it. The poor are doing better than in the past thanks to govern-
ment programs that help alleviate poverty and give them the opportunity to climb 
the bottom rungs of the income ladder, but at the same time we know the fortunes 
of those at the top are far outpacing those at the bottom 

If, as some contend, the wellbeing of the poor is dampened by the rise in inequality, 
then we are justified in attempting to reduce income inequality in order to improve 
the lots of the less fortunate. But if the two are merely jointly determined—say 
by the rising returns on a better education that are (partially) the result of market 
forces—then reducing income inequality by itself is likely do little to improve the 
long-run wellbeing of the poor aside from helping the poor to get by and consume 
more from their income. 

What do we know about whether rising income inequality in the United States 
reduces the wellbeing of the poor? Unfortunately, not very much. Cornell University 
economist Robert Frank argues that as inequality rises we see a pattern of so-called 
“expenditure cascades” as people further down the economic ladder essentially try 
to consume enough to “keep up with the Jones’” just above them.4 University of 
Chicago economist Marianne Bertrand finds that rising inequality leads to reduc-
tions in disposable income further down the income ladder, though she is not 
explicitly focused on the wellbeing of the poor.5 

Levels of material 
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But these studies spark very provocative questions. Does increased inequality not 
only lead to an increase in consumer prices but also changes in consumption patterns 
in a way that causes income to not go as far for the poor as it might? And do these pro-
cesses have actual negative effects on the overall wellbeing of the poor? Identifying 
such effects using common econometric methods, however, remains challenging.

So it is still an open question whether rising levels of inequality harm less-skilled 
and lower-earning families. Even if government programs and policies keep disad-
vantaged individuals and families afloat, sociologists still might question whether 
income that comes once a year in the form of tax refunds or once a month in the 
form of a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program card is as useful as income 
from a regular paycheck, which provides benefits both remunerative and potentially 
cumulative, given that over time, that job may turn into a career. 

What is ultimately most important is not whether people have enough resources 
over the course of a year to meet a somewhat arbitrary line of what experts think 
they need. Rather, we need to know whether people are truly able to harness their 
resources to meet both their daily and monthly expenses while simultaneously 
investing in their own and their children’s future. 

In short, understanding whether and how economic inequality affects those at the 
bottom of the income spectrum is central to the success and wellbeing of our nation.

There are many factors affecting the growth in wage inequality in the United 
States over the past four decades. When it comes to workers on the bottom 
rungs of the income ladder, one important factor is the minimum wage. 

Arindrajit Dube
Associate Professor of Economics at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst

Reversing Inequality at the Bottom: 
The Role of the Minimum Wage
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The federal minimum wage reached its high-water mark in 1968, when it stood at 
$9.59 per hour in 2014 dollars, declining to a still-respectable $8.59 by 1979. During 
the 1980s, however, the real (inflation-adjusted) minimum wage declined substantially. 
And over the past 20 years, the minimum wage has largely treaded water, reaching a 
historical low of $6.07 per hour in 2006 just before the last federal increase in 2009. 
The minimum wage now stands at $7.25 per hour in today’s dollars.

The failure of the minimum wage to keep up with inflation means that, for workers 
earning the minimum wage, each hour of labor purchases less goods and services 
today than it did in the past.

Minimum wage workers are not only (contrary to popular belief) teenagers and 
young adults whose low wages are supplemented by their families. In fact, between 
1979 and 2011, the share of low-wage workers—defined as those with wages of $10 
or less in 2011 dollars—under the age of 25 years of age fell to 35.7 percent from 
47.1 percent.1 Instead, minimum wage workers are increasingly adults who must rely 
exclusively on their meager earnings to support basic household consumption. The 
decline in the value of the minimum wage affects female workers in particular, as 
they tend to be paid lower wages.

Low minimum wages are also problematic when they deviate too far from the 
median wage because that means minimum-wage earners are falling farther behind 
on the income ladder. This is why economists often use the ratio of the minimum 
to the median wage. The so-called 50/10 wage gap—the median wage earner 
compared to those with earnings in the bottom 10 percent of the income ladder—
captures this type of wage inequality over time. Since 1979, around a third of the 
changes in the 50/10 wage gap have been driven by changes in the minimum wage.  

There are two main reasons to pay attention to this measure. First, a comparison of 
the minimum wage to the median offers us a guide to how many workers are affected 
by a particular minimum wage increase, and what level of minimum wage the labor 
market can bear. When this ratio is low—say around 0.2—the policy is not rais-
ing wages of many workers. In contrast, a high ratio—say around 0.8—indicates a 
highly interventionist policy where the minimum wage is dramatically compressing 
differences in wages for nearly half the workforce. 
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Second, the median wage provides a reference point for judging what is a reasonable 
minimum wage level. No one expects that the minimum wage should be set equal to 
the median wage, but fairness concerns matter when the minimum wage falls below 
say, one-fourth or one-fifth of the median wage.2

A natural target is to set the federal minimum wage to half of the median wage for 
full-time workers. This target has important precedence historically in the United 
States. In the 1960s, this ratio was 51 percent, reaching a high of 55 percent in 1968. 
Averaged over the 1960–1979 period, the ratio stood at 48 percent. Today, the ratio 
stands at 38 percent. Raising the federal minimum wage to around $10/hour would 
restore the value of the minimum to around half of the median full-time wage, yet 
efforts at raising the minimum wage have largely stalled in a deeply divided Congress 
despite widespread political support around the country.

This federal inaction has led to a flurry of activities at the state and local level. States 
have stepped in during periods with a stagnant federal minimum wage in the past, 
especially the 2000s, but for the first time in U.S. history we have many major cities 
establishing citywide minimum wages for all (or most) private-sector workers. The 
growing list of cities with such a policy now includes Albuquerque, Chicago, San 
Francisco, San Diego, San Jose, Santa Fe, Seattle, and Washington, DC. Other cities 
such as Los Angeles and New York are actively exploring possibilities. 

This push to increase minimum wages in big cities coincides with organizing by 
workers in fast-food chains in major metro areas. The target minimum wage in most 
of these areas is substantially higher in nominal (non-inflation-adjusted) value—
with $15/hour a focal point for these campaigns. The confluence of these factors raises 
the possibility of substantially altering wage standards in the U.S. labor market. 

How should we think about these sizable increases in the minimum wage? First, we 
should be careful not to overstate the size of the increases or the levels of the mini-
mum wages because the cost of living and overall wage levels vary tremendously by 
region. Setting the minimum wage to half the full-time median wage would produce 
$10/hour policy nationally, but much higher figures in major metro areas such as 
Washington, DC ($13.51), San Francisco ($13.37), Boston ($12.85), New York 
($12.25), and Seattle ($11.85). 

Moreover, these higher nominal wages are usually phased in gradually. In Seattle, the 
hourly minimum wage will eventually rise to around $14 in 2014 dollars.  This con-
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stitutes around 59 percent of the median full-time wage in that metro area, which is 
certainly higher than historical standards but not outlandishly so. 

So what we do know about the impact of minimum wages over the past few decades 
and the importance of particular channels for the higher, local wage standards? First, 
most careful recent work points to relatively small impact on employment—be it for 
sectors such as restaurants or retail or for groups such as teens.3 As a result of wage 
increases and small impact on employment, family incomes rise at the bottom. A 10 
percent increase in the minimum would reduce the poverty rate among the non-
elderly population by around 2 percent, and generally raises family incomes for the 
bottom 20 percent of the family income distribution.4

It is possible that the much larger increases in minimum wage may induce greater 
substitution of low-skilled labor with automation, or with fewer but more high- 
skilled workers? If this is true then we would expect evidence of growing “disem-
ployment” (workers out of a job due to lack of skills or education) from these higher 
city-wide wage standards. Yet recent research also identifies some additional benefits 
that may be more important than larger wage increases. A growing body of research 
shows that while the impact on employment stock is small, there are larger reduc-
tions in employment flows or turnover.5 The reduction in turnover provides addi-
tional evidence that search frictions in the low-wage labor market are quantitatively 
important and offer some clues as to the way cost increases may be absorbed. 

Given the cost of recruiting and training new workers, for example, reduction in 
turnover can be expected to offset about a fifth of the labor-cost increases associ-
ated with minimum wage hikes in this range. I think the large city wide increases 
will provide us with some additional evidence on this topic. In particular, I believe 
it should be possible to assess whether the lower turnover regimes lead to substan-
tially different training policies as would be predicted by some models incorporating 
“search friction”—things that prevent or make it more difficult for workers to find 
the kind of jobs they want.6 Moreover, it will be interesting to see whether change 
comes from the extensive margin (growth in high-training/low-turnover firms) or 
the intensive margin (change within firms). 

The nature of high-cost metro areas means that a substantially higher minimum 
wage may allow more lower-wage workers to live closer to their place of work (inside 
the city) and reduce commute time. The labor-supply effect from this “in-migration” 
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also can reduce recruitment costs and improve the quality of the service work force. 
These additional channels will be useful to keep in mind in future research. 

Evidence also suggests that, in part, cost increases associated with a higher minimum 
wage are passed on to customers as price increases, especially for industries that 
employ high levels of low-wage labor. The best evidence suggests that a 10 percent 
increase in minimum wage would raise fast food prices by around 0.7 percent.  There 
are reasons to believe that the higher income customers inside major cities are better 
able to absorb price increases without cutting back on demand. Limited evidence 
from San Francisco tends to confirm this observation.8

Finally, there is some evidence that low-wage workers substantially increase consump-
tion in response to wage hikes.9 Daniel Aaronson and Eric French at the Federal 
Reserve argue that the higher marginal propensity to consume among low-wage work-
ers is likely to lead to some short-term increases in economic growth from a minimum 
wage increase.10 My reading of the evidence is that it is somewhat difficult to accurately 
assess the importance of this channel, in part because the relatively small number of 
minimum wage workers makes any aggregate demand effect fairly small. But I do think 
that the size of increases and possible in-migration of low-wage workers into urban 
areas may increase the local demand impact of a city wage standard. 

Minimum wage policies are a powerful lever for affecting wage inequality in the bottom 
half of the labor market. Modest increases in minimum wages can raise the bottom 
wage, and family incomes, without substantially affecting employment. But minimum 
wages are limited in their reach, and cannot be expected to solve all our problems when 
it comes to wage inequality. At the same time, the much higher wage standards being 
implemented in some of the cities offer the possibility of taking this policy “to scale.” 

Along with this greater promise, however, come added risks. The reality is that we do 
not know very well how these policies will affect the local economy. Future researchers 
would do well to utilize the careful identification strategies that have been the hall-
mark of recent minimum wage research to study these high city wide minimum wage 
increases. Doing so will deepen our understanding of the functioning of the low-wage 
labor market, and help us gauge the proper scope of this important public policy.
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After an extraordinarily long and deep economic downturn, the United 
Kingdom is finally enjoying belated but comparatively strong growth. The 
current recovery is jobs-rich, with employment growth massively outper-

forming expectations relative to gross domestic product. That’s the good news. In 
stark contrast, however, pay growth remains unprecedentedly weak and productiv-
ity has plummeted. Real (inflation-adjusted) wages have fallen for six years straight, 
with even nominal wages growing at less than 1 percent in recent months—the 
lowest increase ever recorded. 

This apparent collapse in the link between economic growth and real wage gains is 
more extreme than anything we have seen before. But the trend has not emerged 
completely out of the blue. Even as the U.K. economy continued to grow steadily 
prior to the financial crisis and global recession in 2007-2009, workers across the 
earnings distribution experienced a major slow-down in wage growth. 

This unhappy story about the weakening relationship between wages and growth is 
all too familiar in the United States. But the U.K. experience is different in important 
respects—and potentially offers some relevant insights for U.S. policymakers to ponder. 

First, let’s look at what happened. The simple ratio of GDP growth to growth in 
median wages in the United Kingdom weakened markedly in the period from 2003-
2008 compared to the 1990s and 1980s. In those earlier decades, wage inequality 
grew sharply—those at the top pulled away from the middle, and the middle pulled 
away from the bottom—but pay was rising across the board. In contrast, a big decel-
eration in the growth rate of earnings characterized the early 2000s. For the first 
time, median pay trailed way behind growth in real GDP per capita. 
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Economic Inequality and Growth in the United 
Kingdom: Insights for the United States

Gavin Kelley
Chief Executive of the Resolution Foundation
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Between 1977 and 2002, average annual real wage growth for workers at the median 
was around 2 percent, but from 2003 to 2008 it fell to around 0 percent to 1 percent 
(depending on the measure of inflation used). This stagnation happened even while 
real GDP per capita had an average annual growth rate of 1.4 percent. The squeeze 
was broadly felt: the only earners on the income ladder who experienced stronger 
growth were those near the bottom rungs (buoyed by increases in the minimum 
wage) and those at the very top (especially due to bonus payments in finance). 

In the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 and amid the Great Recession of 2007-
2009, the fall in real wages (around 8 percent) has also been relatively evenly spread 
across the earnings spectrum, though it is far bigger if we include the self-employed 
(who are excluded from official data). Younger workers have suffered the most, 
while older workers have been the least affected. 

Wages, however, don’t give the full-picture when it comes to living standards. If 
we look at household income growth, from 1994-95 to 2011-12, the bottom half 
of households took just 16 percent of pre-tax growth. Upper-middle households 
(those in the 50th to 90th percentiles) took 45 percent of household income pre-tax 
growth (44 percent post-tax), proportionate to their population share. The richest 
10 percent of households took 38 percent of pre-tax growth (29 percent post-tax) 
while the richest 1 percent took 14 percent pre-tax (9 percent post-tax). 

In short, redistribution boosted  the bottom half ’s share of income growth from 16 
to 26 percent.

Why has the link between economic growth and wages weakened? The share of GDP 
flowing to the wages of those on the low and middle part of the income spectrum has 
fallen markedly since the mid-1970s, from 16 percent to just 12 percent—a decline of 
25 percent.1 In simple accounting terms, this relationship depends on three factors:

• How much of GDP growth goes to profit rather than labor?

• How much of that share of economic growth goes to labor in the form of non-
wage benefits and how much actually gets paid out to workers in wages?

• Of this wage share, how much reaches low- and middle-income earners?
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It is often assumed that the United Kingdom and the United States alike face a 
long-term decline in the labor share of GDP as more of our national incomes are 
sucked up into corporate profits due to a mix of changing globalisation, technology, 
increased financialisation and, relatedly, deregulation spurred by the impact of big 
money on democratic politics. 

From the U.K. perspective, there has been a slight shift in this direction over time, 
though it is an issue that is often overstated. Changes in the U.K.’s labor share of 
national income accounted for only a fifth of the cleavage that had opened up 
between pay and productivity since the early 1970s. The decline in the labor share of 
income has been less marked than in the United States.2  

Another U.K. perspective is that workers’ wages have primarily been under pressure 
because of the rising burdens on employers to provide more non-wage compensation 
such as higher national insurance and pension contributions. These employment costs 
have certainly risen, but again they can be overstated, with such increases accounting 
for a bit over a quarter of the gap between productivity and pay. That said, it is true that 
the rising cost of non-wage compensation appears to have played a more important 
role in the period of wage stagnation from 2003 in the United Kingdom. 

But by far the most important factor explaining the declining share of the cake going 
to the bottom half of U.K. workers since the 1970s has been rising wage inequality, 
although this played a smaller role in the immediate pre-crisis period of 2003 to 2008.

How these three trends are likely to evolve over the next decade and beyond is far 
from clear. The intellectual zeitgeist expects there to be a redistribution of income 
over time from labor toward capital due to the “rise of the robot” (technology replac-
ing workers) and French economist Thomas Piketty’s now famous observation that 
“r >g”  (returns on capital are greater than the returns on economic growth). 

Equally troubling is the outlook for non-wage costs. The tricky balancing act over 
the past decade of securing adequate pensions savings for an aging society and pro-
tecting the wages of today’s workers in the United Kingdom is unlikely to go away. 
Similarly, most projections anticipate that, following the recent downturn period 
where wage inequality remained fairly level, it is now likely to increase again as the 
highest earners pull away from the rest.
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Yet the idea that resumed growth is pre-destined to mean ever higher inequality is bogus. 
It was not long ago, after all, that the United Kingdom experienced broadly shared eco-
nomic growth. So what observations can we make based on the U.K.’s experience?

First, standing still takes a lot of effort when the ground is shifting. A rising minimum 
wage and aggressive use of tax-credits made a significant and positive difference in 
the United Kingdom, but policymakers were pushing against the grain and didn’t do 
enough to confront the structural economic challenges such as inadequate business 
investment, lack of employee bargaining power, and weak demand for skilled labor. 

Second, successive waves of “welfare reform,” together with the long-term decline in 
labor union collective bargaining, appears to have shifted the wage-unemployment 
relationship since the early 2000s. Wages have become significantly less responsive to 
falling unemployment than was the case in the 1980s and 1990s.3 At the same time, 
and despite the gains from the minimum wage, working poverty has become far more 
pervasive. Arguably, these shifts put even more onus on aggressive monetary and fiscal 
policy to help generate a tight labour market and wage growth. 

Third, the U.K.’s policy on the minimum wage was a success but we shouldn’t rest on 
our laurels. The Low Pay Commission, the body that oversees the minimum wage, 
is widely judged to have been highly effective if perhaps too cautious. The wage gap 
between the bottom and middle of the distribution has fallen (slightly) since its 
introduction. Fifteen years ago the whole notion of the minimum wage was highly 
partisan. Now each of the political parties jockey for position on this issue.  

The Low Pay Commission’s blend of operational independence, technical expertise, 
and social partnership (employer and union representation) has worked well. And 
this flexibility has been an advantage; in the UK context, linking the national mini-
mum wage to inflation would be a mistake. But there is now a sense that we need to 
revise our minimum wage framework to reflect learning over 15 years and to inject 
more ambition into the process.4

Finally, policy wonks need to think hard about the political economy of tax credits. 
Most experts think tax credits increased the incentive to work (boosting single-
parent employment rates in particular), helped bring about a major fall in child 
poverty, and shored up the post-tax transfer share of income going to the bottom 50 
percent of society. Yet the rapid expansion of the policy (around 8 in 10 families with 
kids were eligible in 2010) raced ahead of popular support, making it surprisingly 
easy for the current governing coalition of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats to 
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cut them. Tax credits have been characterised as “welfare” for the work-shy, whereas 
“tax-relief ” is generally perceived more positively. 

So what is the outlook for wage inequality in the United Kingdom? Broad-based 
economic growth is very unlikely to return by chance. Securing such an outcome 
will require a number of elements, including:   

• A more aggressive strategy for raising the wage floor during the current period 
of economic recovery, drawing confidence from growing research about the 
capacity of buoyant labour markets to absorb steady minimum wage rises

• Tackling the extraordinary rents that have accrued to small numbers in the finance sec-
tor over the past decade as the link between run-away rewards, financial instability, and 
fiscal retrenchment is all too clear (and is toxic for those on low and modest incomes)

• Ditching the notion that increasing payroll taxes (on employees and employ-
ers) are a politically cute way of raising extra revenue (not least when large and 
regressive tax-reliefs remain untouched)

• Boosting the woefully inadequate business and public investment as there is no 
other path to higher labor productivity

• Remedying perennial weaknesses in U.K. education policy, especially the awful wage 
and productivity returns to many low and intermediate level vocational qualifications 
(respectively, the qualification level that a 16 or 19 year old is expected to attain)

This last point is key. Education may not be the panacea that political leaders claim 
it to be, but the wage-penalty arising from poor quality sub-degree level vocational 
qualifications in the United Kingdom is particularly punitive.

More speculatively, there is a desperate need for experimentation with new labor mar-
ket institutions that could offer employees some greater form of bargaining power, but 
in a manner that is compatible with the realities of a relatively flexible, heavily service-
dominated economy. This is pretty much a policy void in the United Kingdom today. 

Recreating more equitable, broad-based economic growth requires as prerequisites a 
tighter jobs market together with a higher wage floor. But to restore the link between 
economic growth and wage growth also will involve bold policy experimentation 
in pursuit of higher wages for those on the low- and middle-income rungs on the 
economy in the United Kingdom.
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R ecent shifts in our economy hit middle class families in ways that may 
directly affect both current and future productivity. Families in the 
middle of the income spectrum experienced very little income growth 

over the past several decades despite working more and often irregular hours. 
Between 1979 and 2007, the incomes of these families grew by just under 40 
percent (after adjusting for inflation), but over that same time period their hours 
of work also increased.1  

Compared to 1979, middle class married couples in 2007 put in an average of 
11 extra hours of work per week.2 Much of this added employment is due to 
the increased employment rates of women and mothers. Most dramatic is the 
increase in the share of mothers who work full-time, full-year (at least 50 weeks 
per year and at least 35 hours a week), which rose from 27.3 percent of moth-
ers in 1979 to 46 percent of mothers in 2007 before declining somewhat to 44.1 
percent, in the wake of the 2007-2009 recession.3 

The dramatic increase in women’s working hours certainly boosted household 
earnings. Middle class households would have substantially lower earnings 
today if women’s employment patterns had remained unchanged. And U.S. gross 
domestic product—the largest measure of economic growth—would have been 
roughly 11 percent lower in 2012 if women had not increased their working hours 
as they did. In today’s dollars, this translates to over $1.7 trillion less in out-
put—roughly equivalent to total U.S. spending on Social Security, Medicare, and 
Medicaid combined in 2012.4

But as more women enter the workforce and most men continue to work outside 
the home, parents are increasingly strapped for time.5 Given the importance of 
early childhood for a child and our nation’s future human capital, understanding 
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how trends in our economy affect the next generation of workers is key to future 
economic growth. Economists have spilled a great deal of ink seeking to under-
stand female employment patterns and what greater maternal employment means 
for families and, particularly, children’s wellbeing and development.  Over the past 
decades, economists have begun focusing on how a child’s experiences between 
birth and starting kindergarten affect their future employment and earnings.6 

The three essays in this section of our conference report—by Stanford University 
sociologist Sean Reardon, Stanford’s Clayman Institute sociologist Marianne 
Cooper, and the Vice President and Director of the Children & Families Program 
at Next Generation, Ann O’Leary—explore how middle-income families are 
trying to balance work/life while providing their kids with the best opportunities 
available and how government policy can help create institutions that allow all 
workers to both contribute in the workplace and at home. —Heather Boushey

TABLE 1

Estimated impact of women’s increased annual hours of work on GDP, 
1979-2012

Average annual hours of work

  1979 2007

Men 1,717 1,685

Women 907 1,203

All 1,295 1,438

All, assuming women worked 1979 average hours 1,295 1,285

Ratio of counterfactual to actual hours 0.894

Implied change in GDP

Percent -10.6%

Billions of 2012 dollars -$1,661

Note: Average annual hours are weighted by the share of the population ages 16 to 64. Women were 51.4 percent of the working-age 
population in 2012.

Source: Eileen Applebaum, Heather Boushey, John Schmitt, “The Economic Importance of Women’s Rising Hours of Work,” (Center for 
American Progress and Center for Economic and Policy Research), April 2014.

©2014 Washington Center for Equitable Growth
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One of the clearest manifestations of growing economic inequality in our 
nation today is the widening educational achievement gap between 
the children of the wealthiest and the children of everyone else. At first 

glance, this sounds like an obvious outcome. After all, wealthier families are able to 
afford expensive private schools, or homes in wealthy public school districts with 
more educational resources. 

But a closer look at this education achievement gap over the past 50 years or so 
shows that the gap only began to widen in the 1970s, right about the time that 
wealth and income inequality in our nation also began to grow. The past 30 years 
have seen a sustained rise in inequality in wages, incomes, and wealth, leading to 
more and more income and wealth accruing to those at the top of the economic lad-
der, pulling the rich further away from those on the other rungs.1 

At the same time, the growing educational gap became ever more apparent. In the 
1980s, the gap between the reading and math skills of the wealthiest 10 percent of 
kids and poorest 10 percent was about 90 points on an 800-point SAT-type scale.2 
Three decades later, the gap has grown to 125 points. This widening gap is largely 
due to differences in how well prepared children are for school before they enter 
kindergarten or even pre-kindergarten.3 In this era of economic inequality, wealthier 
parents have far more resources, both in terms of time and money, to better prepare 
their children to succeed in school and later in life.  

This widening educational achievement gap may threaten our future economic growth. 
With only a select few individuals receiving the best education and enrichment, we are 
not effectively developing the economic potential of our future workforce. To grow 
our economy we must provide educational and enrichment opportunities for children 
across the income spectrum, rather than only a select few at the top.

Sean F. Reardon
Sociologist at Stanford University

Income Inequality Affects Our Children’s 
Educational Opportunities
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Wealth and income largely define the educational gap today, more so than race and 
ethnicity.  In the 1950s and 1960s, the opposite was true. Back then, racial discrimina-
tion in all aspects of life led to deep racial inequality. Economic inequality, in contrast, 
was lower than at any time in U.S. history, according to extensive research done by 
economists Thomas Piketty at the Paris School of Economics and Emmanuel Saez at 
the University of California-Berkeley.4 But anti-discrimination and civil rights legisla-
tion and school desegregation led to improved economic, social, and educational 
conditions for African Americans and other minorities beginning in the late 1960s. As 
a result, the gap today between white and black children is about 70 points on an 800-
point SAT-type scale, 40 percent smaller than it was in the 1970s, and about half the 
size of the gap between rich and poor children, but still unacceptable.5 

The growth of the socioeconomic achievement gap appears to be largely because 
more affluent parents are increasingly investing more time and money in their kids’ 
educational enrichment—and at earlier periods in their children’s lives—than 
hard-pressed low-income and middle class families.6 Indeed, surveys show that the 
amount of time and money parents invest in their children has grown sharply over 
the past four decades among both affluent and non-affluent parents. But the increase 
in these investments has been two to three times greater among high-income fami-
lies.7 Economists Richard Murnane of Harvard University and Greg Duncan at the 
University of California-Irvine find that between 1972 and 2006 the amount high-
income families spent on their children’s enrichment activities grew by 150 percent, 
while the amount spent by low-income families grew by 57 percent.8 In part, parents 
are spending more on their kids because they understand that educational success is 
increasingly important in today’s uncertain economic times, a point that sociologist 
Marianne Cooper at the Clayman Institute makes in her recent book “Cut Adrift.”9 
But low- and middle-income families can’t match the resources—both the money 
and flexible time—of the rich.  

As a result, rich and poor children score very differently on school readiness tests 
before they enter kindergarten. Once they are in school, however, the gap grows 
very little—by less than 10 percent between kindergarten and high school.10 Thus, 
it appears that the academic gap is widening because rich students are increasingly 
entering kindergarten much better prepared to succeed in school than low- and 
middle-class students. To be sure, there are important differences in the quality of 
schools serving low- and high-income students, but these differences do not appear 
to be as salient as the differences in children’s experiences prior to kindergarten. 
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The socioeconomic education gap is likely to affect us for decades to come. Think 
of it as a leading indicator of disparities in civic engagement, college enrollment, 
and adult success. Indeed, family income and wealth have become increasingly 
correlated with a variety of positive adolescent activities, such as sports participa-
tion, school leadership, extracurricular activities, and volunteer work, according 
to research conducted by Harvard University political scientist Robert D. Putnam 
and his colleagues.11 

Not only are the children of the rich doing better in elementary and high school than 
the children of the poor, they also are cornering the market on the seats in the best 
colleges. In a study that I conducted with several of my graduate students, we found 
that 15 percent of high-income students from the 2004 graduating class of high 
school enrolled in a highly selective college or university compared to only 5 percent 
of middle-income graduates and 2 percent of low-income graduates.12 Because these 
colleges provide educational opportunities and access to social networks that often 
lead to high-paying jobs, children from low-income families risk are being locked out 
of the upper end of the economic spectrum. For low-income children, the American 
Dream is further out of reach. 

This is bad news for our future economy and society because we need well-edu-
cated workers in order to sustainably boost economic productivity and grow the 
economy. So how can we prepare every child, not just those most affluent ones, to 
be productive members of society? First of all, we must acknowledge that educa-
tional problems cannot be resolved by school alone. The achievement gap begins 
at an early age. To close it, we must invest in children’s early childhood educational 
opportunities. This means investing not only in preschool but also in parents.  
Specifically, we need to: 

• Invest in high-quality early childhood education programs (pre-schools, day 
care) and make them affordable for all families. 

• Invest in programs that help parents become their children’s first and best teacher. 
• Provide policy solutions to help all parents have the time to be teachers through 

paid leave, paid sick days, workplace flexibility, and income support programs that 
ensure that families can focus on their children even in hard economic times.

                                                                                                                                                                       
In short, we can narrow the socioeconomic education gap through public policies 
that help parents of all incomes provide enriching educational opportunities for 
their children in the way that only affluent parents can do today. 
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As study after study shows, the rich are doing better than the rest of us. But 
surprisingly, they don’t always presume that their wealth will protect them 
or guarantee their children’s futures. In talking with families across the 

class spectrum about how they coping in an uncertain age for my new book, “Cut 
Adrift: Families in Insecure Times,” I learned that even the affluent families don’t 
think they have enough and strive to attain more.1 In contrast, the working- and 
middle-class families I spoke with realize they can’t do much to improve their situa-
tions so they lower their expectations and try to get by on less. 

This is the new face of economic inequality in the United States today. Most every-
one is dealing with economic insecurity, yet the ways in which families on different 
rungs of the income ladder are doing so may be fueling greater economic inequality. 

Take Paul Mah, a technology executive with assets of more than $1 million. “We 
are probably in the top 1 percent of all American households,” says Mah, “so I 
can’t complain, but I still don’t feel rich.” Only accumulating millions more, he 
says, would enable him to stop feeling anxious about his financial future and the 
prospects of his children.

In contrast, Laura Delgado, a struggling single mother of three who works as a 
cashier, has zero savings, but in many ways is less concerned. “Having nothing isn’t 
always a bad thing,” she says, noting that things could always be worse. To cope with 
her financial trouble, Delgado scales back her definition of security to just the basics 
(food, shelter, clothing) and filters out bad news by always trying to look on the 
bright side of things. Her approach enables her to control the anxiety she feels about 
her difficult economic situation.

These are just two of the emotional stories behind the statistics documenting that 
we live in precarious times. As Americans scramble to hold on to jobs, deal with pay 
cuts, afford rising college tuition, fund retirements, manage debt, weather the costs 

Marianne Cooper
Sociologist at The Clayman Institute, Stanford University 
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of medical emergencies, and give their children an edge in an increasingly competi-
tive world, there are deep psychological reverberations—for us all.  

Of course these reverberations look and feel differently for different groups of 
Americans. As economic insecurity grows—a reflection of the many changes and 
challenges in our economy today—so too has the divide in our country between 
the haves and the have-nots. This means families face different obstacles and can 
overcome them, or not, depending on the resources at their disposal. 

Like Laura Delgado, many middle- and working-class families I talked with are so 
beaten down that they are letting go of their dreams for a better life. Instead, they try 
to make the insecurity they face more tolerable. When Laura must choose whether 
to pay the power bill or put food on the table for example, she makes light of the lack 
of heat in her home by telling her kids it’s just “camping.”

Affluent families respond differently. Rather than trying to adjust to greater inse-
curity, they seek to protect their families by continuing to climb the wealth-and-
income ladder. Security for some of the wealthiest families I talked with meant 
accumulating a net worth of more than $10 million. Such eye-popping definitions of 
security leave many affluent families more worried at times than their less fortunate 
compatriots further down the ladder.

In our go-it-alone age, we all adopt ways of coping—ways of thinking and feel-
ing—that help us navigate through choppy and dangerous waters.  These different 
approaches to managing insecurity reveal that in hard times the divisions among us 
are not just economic, they are also emotional.  

Emotional disparities like these have real consequences. As the rich push for more 
and everyone else tries to accommodate to less, we actually make inequality worse.  
Because we treat economic insecurity as a personal problem rather than a social 
problem that we can solve collectively, we are unable to muster the will to stop it.
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It is startling to think that even before a child sits down on her first day of 
kindergarten and reaches for her crayons, we can already reasonably predict 
what she will earn as an adult. Research shows that early language develop-

ment, understanding of math concepts, and social emotional stability at age five are 
the greatest predictors of academic success in school. In fact, skills learned before age 
five can forecast future adult earnings, educational attainment, and employment.1  

These findings have real implications for our economy. Human capital—the level of 
education, skills, and talents of our workforce—is a main driver of economic growth, 
so in order to ensure we have a healthy workforce and thriving economy in the 
decades to come, we must begin by developing human capital during early childhood.

Yet rising economic inequality and unstable economic growth define our society today.  
Children have different enrichment experiences during this critical time period based 
on where their families sit on the income ladder. About half of children In the United 
States receive no early childhood education.2 These different experiences translate into 
a growing educational achievement gap between poor and rich children.

One study—often referred to as the famous “30 million word gap” study by 
University of Kansas child psychology professors Betty Hart and Todd R. 
Risley—finds that children living in poverty hear 30 million fewer words by age 
four than higher-income children.3 On average, a child from a low-income family 
knows 500 words by the age of 3, compared with 700 words for a child from a 
working-class family and 1,100 for a child from a professional family.4 Research by 
Stanford University infant psychology professor Anne Fernald and her colleagues 
found that by even age two, there is a six-month gap in language proficiency 
between lower-income and higher-income children.
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Ann O’Leary
Vice President and Director of the Children & Families Program at NextGeneration

Our Future Depends on Early
Childhood Investments
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In short, the educational achievement gap between poor and rich children begins 
well before kindergarten. 

How can we better prepare our nation’s youngest generation for success? 
According to University of Chicago economist James J. Heckman, educational and 
enrichment investments during early childhood yield the highest return in human 
capital compared to other investments over time.5 Why? Because as the brain 
forms, children learn cognitive skills such as language and early math concepts as 
well as “soft” skills such as curiosity, self-control, and grit. Both skillsets are critical 
for later academic and workplace success. By the time a child enters Kindergarten, 
the gap in school readiness is large and well established, growing by less than 10 
percent between Kindergarten and high school.6 

School readiness is enhanced by what happens in preschool, but the two factors that 
most explain the achievement gaps are parenting styles and home-learning environ-
ments.7 Yet many parents are unaware of the importance of early brain development 
and of the tremendous impact they can have in building their young child’s brain 
and early vocabulary with simple actions such as talking, reading and singing. 

Even if parents are aware of the importance of these activities, they may have difficulty 
carving out time at home with their children as they juggle jobs and their children’s 
needs. Today, more children than ever are raised in single-parent families or in homes 
where both parents work. Parents today are constantly balancing work and family care 
often without access to family-friendly workplace policies to balance the two. 

To be sure, if parents are unable to provide enriching home experiences then 
children can gain valuable developmental and learning support in quality child 
care and preschool settings. Yet many simply cannot afford childcare. In 2011, the 
average cost for a 4-year-old in professional childcare ranged from about $4,000 
to $15,000 a year.8 Such costs put a major strain on family budgets, especially for 
low-income families, which spent nearly a third of their income on childcare (30 
percent) in 2011, compared to middle- and higher-income families, which spent 
less than one-tenth (8 percent) of their income.9   

What’s more, low-income families who do strain to pay for child care often find 
that the care they can afford is, at best, a safe place for their child to stay while they 
are at work rather than an enriching environment for their young child to learn 
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critical skills. Sadly, these families often discover that the affordable childcare 
provider offers poor or mediocre support to help their child in the critical stages 
of early childhood development.10  

In order to have a productive workforce and thriving economy tomorrow, we need 
to invest in our children today. There are viable policy solutions that could expand 
early childhood education and enrichment opportunities to all, rather than a 
select few at the top. First, voluntary home visits by child development profession-
als could increase awareness among working-class parents of how they can foster 
their children’s development at home, such as talking, reading, and singing to their 
children before bedtime.

Second, it is important to expand access to high-quality, affordable early child-
hood education. These programs better prepare children for school, putting 
children more than a year ahead in mathematics and other subjects.11 Low-income 
families would greatly benefit from expanded access to quality childcare, Early 
Head Start, and high-quality preschool programs.

Lastly, parents can only be better first teachers of their children if they have the 
time to be with their children. Policies such as workplace flexibility, paid family 
and medical leave, and paid sick days could help all working parents better manage 
work and family obligations and spend more time with their children. Today, pro-
fessional workers are the most likely to have access to these policies, often consid-
ered additional employee “perks” by employers. 

The importance of investing in early childhood matters for our overall economic 
competitiveness. The United States should be making smart economic invest-
ments in early childhood to ensure that all children have an equitable start before 
their first day of school. For the American Dream to shine well into the 21st 
century, it is no exaggeration to say that every American, young and old, needs 
our youngest ones to be the best and the brightest as adults no matter their family 
background and income level.
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Understanding Economic 
Inequality and Growth at the 
Top of the Income Ladder
Whether and how rising inequality reflects increased contributions to economic 

growth or instead undue gains

Thanks in large part to the ground-breaking work of Paris School of 
Economics professor Thomas Piketty, and his co-authors, including 
University of California-Berkley economics professor Emmanuel Saez, 

we know that we are living in an era of widening inequality. The share of post-tax-
and-transfer income going to the top 1 percent of earners increased from nearly 
8 percent in 1979 to about 17 percent in 2007.1 Over the course of the current 
economic recovery, the top 1 percent has received 95 percent of all pre-tax income 
gains—seeing a 31 percent increase in their incomes—while the bottom 99 per-
cent saw a meager 0.4 percent increase.2 

Economists hypothesize several reasons for this sharp increase in income inequal-
ity, among them rising pay for chief executives and other senior executives, increas-
ing returns to superstar workers, the rise of the financial industry, and the decline 
in top-income tax rates.3 But this debate is far from over. And the issue is not just 
income inequality. Economic inequality is on the rise across a variety of dimen-
sions, including wealth. According to research by Saez and Gabriel Zucman, 
assistant professor of economics at the London School of Economics, the share of 
wealth owned by the top 0.01 percent has increased 4-fold over in the past 35 years.4 

Piketty’s data makes the case that the steady accumulation of wealth at the top of 
the income spectrum is one of the most important ways that income inequality 
affects our economy. While there may be a theoretical argument for why higher 
incomes provide greater incentives for individual effort or inventing the next “big 
thing,” it may also be that, beyond a certain point, income and wealth inequality 
dampens incentives as the wealthy increasingly seek to preserve their wealth rather 
than risk it in potentially productive endeavors while the non-wealthy are locked 
out due to “opportunity hoarding” by those at the top.

To
p
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One fundamental issue that Piketty’s book, “Capital in the 21st Century,” com-
pels us to consider is the interaction between the flow of income and the stock of 
wealth. Does today’s flow of income to the very top of the economic ladder calcify 
into tomorrow’s wealth inequality? After all, the very high incomes that some 
people earn will allow them to build larger and larger stocks of capital over time. 

Do we need to address rising income or wealth inequality in order to save our cap-
italist economy? How can we do so without hurting the vibrancy of today’s econ-
omy? The three essays in this section of our conference report—by UC-Berkeley 
economist Emmanuel Saez, Michael Ettlinger, founding director of the University 
of New Hampshire Carsey School of Public Policy, and Northwestern University 
sociology PhD candidate Fiona Chin—discuss the state of top incomes, the 
consequences of their rise, and possible policies to promote more widely shared 
economic growth. —Heather Boushey
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In the United States today, the share of total pre-tax income accruing to the 
top 1 percent has more than doubled over the past five decades. The wealthy 
among us (families with incomes above $400,000) pulled in 22 percent of pre-

tax income in 2012, the last year for which complete data are available, compared to 
less than 10 percent in the 1970s.1 What’s more, by 2012 the top 1 percent income 
earners had regained almost all the ground lost during the Great Recession of 
2007-2009. In contrast, the remaining 99 percent experienced stagnated real income 
growth—after factoring in inflation—after the Great Recession. 

Another less documented but equally alarming trend has been the surge in wealth 
inequality in the United States since the 1970s. In a new working paper published by 
the National Bureau of Economic Research, Gabriel Zucman at the London School 
of Economics and I examined information on capital income from individual tax 
return data to construct measures of U.S. wealth concentration since 1913. We find 
that the share of total household wealth accrued by the top 1 percent of families—
those with wealth of more than $4 million in 2012—increased to almost 42 percent 
in 2012 from less than 25 percent in the late 1970s. Almost all of this increase is due 
to gains among the top 0 .1 percent of families with wealth of more than $20 million 
in 2012. The wealth of these families surged to 22 percent of total household wealth 
in the United States in 2012 from around 7.5 percent in the late 1970s.2  

The flip side of such rising wealth concentration is the stagnation in middle-class wealth. 
Although average wealth per family grew by about 60 percent between 1986 and 2012, 
the average wealth of families in the bottom 90 percent essentially stagnated. In particu-
lar, the Great Recession reduced their average family wealth to $85,000 in 2009 from 
$130,000 in 2006. By 2012, average family wealth for the bottom 90 percent was still 
only $83,000. In contrast, wealth among the top 1 percent increased substantially over 
the same period, regaining most of the wealth lost during the Great Recession. 

Emmanuel Saez
Professor of Eeconomics and Director of the Center for Equitable                                      
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For both wealth and income, then, there is a very uneven recovery from the losses 
of the Great Recession, with almost no gains for the bottom 90 percent, and all 
the gains concentrated among the top 10 percent, and especially the top 1 percent. 
How can we explain such large increases in income and wealth concentration in the 
United States and what should be done about it?

Contrary to the widely held view, we cannot blame everything on globalization and 
new technologies. While large increases in income concentration occurred in other 
English-speaking countries such as the United Kingdom or Canada, other developed-
nation members of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
such as those in continental Europe or Japan, experienced far smaller increases in 
income concentration.3 At the same time, income tax rates on upper income earners 
have declined significantly since the 1970s in many OECD countries, particularly in 
English-speaking ones. Case in point: Top marginal income tax rates in the United 
States and the United Kingdom were above 70 percent in the 1970s before President 
Ronald Reagan’s administration and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s government 
drastically cut them by 40 percentage points within a decade.

New research I published this year with Paris School of Economics profes-
sor Thomas Piketty and Stefanie Stantcheva at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology shows that, across 18 OECD countries with sufficient data, there is 
indeed a strong correlation between reductions in top tax rates and increases in 
the top 1 percent’s share of pre-tax income from the 1960s to the present.4 Our 
research shows that the United States experienced a 35-percentage point reduc-
tion in its top income tax rate and a ten-percentage point increase in the share of 
pre-tax income earned by the top 1 percent. In contrast, France and Germany saw 
very little change in their top tax rates and the share of pre-tax income accrued by 
the top 1 percent over the same period. 

The evolution of top tax rates is a good predictor of changes in pre-tax income 
concentration. There are three scenarios to explain the strong response of top pre-
tax incomes to top tax rates. They have very different policy implications and can 
be tested in the data.

First, higher top tax rates may discourage work effort and business creation among 
the most talented—the so-called supply-side effect of higher taxes. In this scenario, 
lower top tax rates would lead to more economic activity by the rich and hence more 
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economic growth. Yet the overwhelming evidence shows that there is no correlation 
between cuts in top tax rates and average annual real (inflation-adjusted) GDP-per-
capita growth since the 1960s. Countries that made large cuts in top tax rates, such 
as the United Kingdom and the United States, have not grown significantly faster 
than countries that did not, such as Germany and Denmark. 

Second, higher top tax rates could increase tax avoidance. In that scenario, increas-
ing top rates in a tax system riddled with loopholes and tax avoidance opportuni-
ties is not productive. A better policy would be first to close loopholes in order to 
eliminate most opportunities for tax avoidance and only then increase top tax rates. 
Conservative commentators argue that the surge in pre-tax incomes discussed above 
could be indicative of tax avoidance in the 1970s, when top earners were presumably 
hiding a large fraction of their income amid high taxes. 

If this tax avoidance scenario were true, then charitable giving among top earners 
should have decreased once top tax rates were cut. After all, charitable giving is tax 
deductible and thus is more advantageous precisely when top tax rates are high. In 
fact, charitable giving among the rich surged pretty much in the same proportion as 
their reported incomes over the past several decades. If the rich are able to give so 
much more today than in the 1970s, it must be the case that they are truly richer. 

Third, while standard economic models assume that pay reflects productivity, there 
are strong reasons to be skeptical, especially at the top of the income ladder where 
the actual economic contribution of managers working in complex organizations is 
particularly difficult to measure. In this scenario, top earners might be able partly to 
set their own pay by bargaining harder or influencing executive compensation com-
mittees. Naturally, the incentives for such “rent-seeking” are much stronger when 
top tax rates are low. 

In this scenario, cuts in top tax rates can still increase the share of total household 
income going to the top 1 percent at the expense of the remaining 99 percent. In 
other words, tax cuts for the wealthiest stimulate rent-seeking at the top but not 
overall economic growth—the key difference from the supply-side scenario that 
justified tax cuts for high income earners in the first place. 

Up until the 1970s, policymakers and public opinion probably considered—rightly 
or wrongly—that at the very top of the income ladder pay increases reflected mostly 
greed or other socially wasteful activities rather than productive work. This is why poli-
cymakers were able to set marginal tax rates as high as 80 percent in the United States 
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and the United Kingdom. The Reagan-Thatcher supply side revolutions succeeded 
in making such top tax rate levels unthinkable, yet after decades of increasing income 
concentration alongside mediocre economic growth since the 1970s followed by the 
Great Recession, a rethinking of that supply side narrative is now underway.

Zucman and I show in our new working paper that the surge in wealth concentra-
tion and the erosion of middle class wealth can be explained by two factors. First, 
differences in the ability to save by the middle class and the wealthy means that more 
income inequality will translate into more inequality in savings. Upper earners will nat-
urally save relatively more and accumulate more wealth as income inequality widens. 

Second, the saving rate among the middle class has plummeted since the 1980s, in 
large part due to a surge in debt, in particular mortgage debt and student loans. With 
such low savings rates, middle class wealth formation is bound to stall. In contrast, 
the savings rate of the rich has remained substantial.5 

If such trends of growing income inequality and growing disparity in savings rates 
between the middle class and rich persist, then U.S. wealth inequality will continue 
to increase. The rich will be able to leave large estates to their heirs and the United 
States could find itself becoming a patrimonial society where inheritors dominate 
the top of the income and wealth distribution as famously pointed out by Piketty in 
his new book “Capital in the 21st Century.”6 

What should be done about the rise of income and wealth concentration in the 
United States? More progressive taxation would help on several fronts. Increasing 
the tax rate as incomes rise helps curb excessive and wasteful compensation of 
top income earners. Progressive taxation of capital income also reduces the rate of 
return on wealth, making it more difficult for large family fortunes to perpetuate 
themselves over generations. Progressive estate taxation is the most natural tool 
to prevent self-made wealth from becoming inherited wealth. At the same time, 
complementary policies are needed to encourage middle class wealth forma-
tion. Recent work in behavioral economics by Richard Thaler at the University 
of Chicago and Cass Sunstein at Harvard University shows that it is possible to 
encourage savings and wealth formation through well-designed programs that 
nudge people into savings.7
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There are any number of policies suggested by policymakers, academics 
and commentators for addressing economic inequality. A representative 
sample would include tax redistribution, improving education, raising 

the minimum wage, direct government job creation, employer hiring incentives, 
subsidized child care, better retirement security, a stronger social safety net, direct 
middle- and low-income subsidies, ending the socialization of environmental degra-
dation, aggressive financial market regulation, stronger trade unions, more invest-
ment in public goods (paid for by the better off), socially responsible trade policy, 
immigration reform, corporate governance changes, and campaign finance reform. 

That’s certainly a formidable list, but interestingly most analysts and advocates who 
care about economic inequality focus on just one or two of these—typically offer-
ing a concise, but ultimately unsatisfying recipe. Given the rapidly rising levels of 
inequality, when one reads the typical, short, policy agenda, it’s hard not to have a 
feeling of ennui—a sense that the solution offered falls well short of what’s needed 
to solve the problem or is completely impractical.

It is, for example, hard to believe that better educational opportunities is the com-
plete answer. Improving education has huge virtue in terms of economic advance-
ment at the individual level, creating opportunity, personal fulfillment, and overall 
economic growth. But, aside from anything else, at the rate we’re going, we’ll have 
again doubled our level of inequality by the time substantial numbers of people are 
likely to benefit from improved education. And it’s not like we’ve licked how exactly 
to improve education or that it’s clear that improved education solves the problem. 

After all, if the result of boosting educational attainment is simply more competi-
tion for a slowly increasing number of jobs that require further education, then the 
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effect might primarily be that different people are on the winning and losing ends 
of inequality, not a lessening of inequality itself—at least from a global perspective. 
And the historical record is not encouraging.1 So, we should improve education, but 
we shouldn’t count on it as the silver bullet for addressing inequality.

There are other policies, of course, that are blunter instruments and clearly could 
fundamentally change the distribution of income and wealth. Taxes are the most 
clear cut example. If we take a sizable portion of the income of the wealthy and, one-
way-or-another, distribute it to everyone else, inequality would, unequivocally, be 
reduced (call this the Sherwood Forest approach). But redistribution on that scale 
is unlikely and, at truly the scale that would be needed to reduce the levels inequal-
ity to what it was even a few years ago, would probably be damaging to the overall 
economy. While there is ample evidence that the moderately higher levels of income 
tax on the well off are not the economic disaster sometimes claimed, addressing 
extreme economic inequality exclusively through the income tax could get us to the 
point at which higher taxes do cause harm.2 As with education, raising income taxes 
on the wealthy is not, alone, the answer.

“Wealth” or “capital” taxes on the assets of the better off, another favored approach, 
face a number of practical limitations. One problem in the United States is that a 
federal wealth tax would almost certainly require an amendment to the constitution. 
But even aside from that “technicality,” there is a limit to what one could reasonably 
expect to accomplish with a wealth tax. 

One of the virtues of an income tax is that it taxes money going between two parties 
who both are typically required to inform the tax authorities of the transaction—so 
to outright cheat on taxes requires the complicity of at least two people. It happens, 
but the requirement of trust limits it. Wealth, in contrast, can be held without active 
engagement of another party. 

Another virtue of an income tax is that if the transaction is honest then the dollar 
amount involved is usually clear-cut. That is less true for a tax on wealth. Assets held 
in publicly traded corporations or real estate in areas where there are frequent land 
deals are relatively easy. But the valuation of closely held corporations, let alone art 
and obscure intellectual property rights, can be extremely difficult—and one can 
count on more wealth ending up in those forms if a substantial wealth tax were put 
in place. A very small wealth tax would not necessarily spark this sort of tax avoid-
ance. A substantial one would.
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I can make similar arguments for almost the entire list I started with. Even if one 
believes that the minimum wage is too low, most everyone would agree that it can 
be too high. Even if one believes that our trade regimes are a factor in increasing 
inequality and that reforms are needed, overly restrictive policies would be coun-
terproductive. Even if you believe that the outsized incomes from Wall Street are 
a consequence of power and influence—not genuine contributions to our overall 
prosperity—the national economy would surely be hurt if we tried to address eco-
nomic inequality purely through restraints on the financial sector.

If you didn’t have ennui when you started reading this you probably do now. But 
the point isn’t that it’s impossible to address income inequality. The point is that it’s 
going to take a range of approaches. And, arguably, a range of approaches is easier 
to accomplish than trying to put all of one’s eggs in a single basket. If the whole 
solution doesn’t depend on a confiscatory tax on the wealthy, or vastly increasing 
educational attainment, or world-wide consensus on a socially responsible, equi-
table, trade agreement—but instead on incremental change in range of areas—that 
is a much less daunting task. 

There are agreements to be had in many of these areas. None of those individual 
policies will be at the scale needed to address inequality in a meaningful way, but 
together they can add up to make a difference.3 

There are reasons to do this. Extreme inequality leaves many people having harder lives 
than is necessary while, at the other end of the spectrum, personal wealth can reach 
a point where its growth does little to improve the lives of its beneficiaries—with the 
overall result being a net reduction in the aggregate quality of life. And there are real 
dangers to our society of such severe stratification. It’s an issue that is going to require a 
broad range of effort and cooperation around the world to address. But it’s achievable if 
we don’t try to accomplish it with just one or two highly contested policies.

If you didn’t have 

ennui when you 

started reading 

this you probably 

do now.



Building a Strong Foundation for the U.S. Economy | www.equitablegrowth.org 43

The wealthiest one percent among us in the United States are pulling away from 
everyone else, a trend documented by numerous economists and highlighted 
often by the media. Despite all this attention on inequality, there is a dearth of 

empirical research on what the wealthy know and believe to be true about this trend. 

Recent research on social stratification and mobility in our country examines the 
beliefs of ordinary Americans about the growing wealth and income gaps, but few 
academics are talking directly to the wealthiest Americans about their own per-
ceptions. It is notoriously difficult to interview wealthy subjects. It is hard to find 
them, given their scarcity in the population. Once you identify possible subjects, 
it is hard to gain their cooperation, particularly when discussing topics they find 
uncomfortable, such as income and wealth inequality.

How the very affluent view economic inequality is important because what they 
know and think influences how they interact with our political leaders responsible for 
translating these views into public policies. If policymakers respond disproportionately 
to the affluent and the majority of the wealthy do not favor government programs to 
ameliorate inequality then it is especially important for scholars and policy experts to 
learn what ideas and preferences the wealthy embrace. In contrast, if the majority of the 
very affluent favor steps to rectify the wealth and income gaps, then policymakers can 
consider enacting programs that are favored more by the general public. 

I study wealthy Americans to find out what they believe about income and 
wealth inequality.1 My data come from two sources. The first is the Survey of 
Economically Successful Americans and the Common Good, or SESA, which was 
pioneered by Northwestern University political science professor Benjamin Page 
and Vanderbilt University political science professor Larry Bartels and funded by 

Fiona Chin
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the Russell Sage Foundation.2 NORC at the University of Chicago conducted the 
survey in 2011.  Respondents had an average of $14 million in household wealth 
(median of $7.5 million), making the sample representative of the wealthiest one-
to-two percent of Chicago-area residents.  

Most national surveys with representative samples capture very few respondents 
from the top of the wealth distribution. While it targets the Chicago metropolitan 
area, SESA is among the very few data sets on the wealthy and includes questions on 
a variety of topics, from economic mobility to taxes, retirement, philanthropic and 
charitable volunteering and giving, and other areas. As a survey, however, SESA was 
limited in the depth to which respondents could answer any particular question. 

Upon reviewing the original survey sheets with interviewer notations in the 
margins, I found that the wealthy were eager to express more nuance than closed-
ended survey responses provided. To complement the survey data with more 
detail, I am compiling a second source of information by conducting in-depth 
interviews with economically successful Americans from across the country. 
These interviews focus much more specifically on subjects’ beliefs about eco-
nomic inequality and mobility, politics, and public policy.  

As of August 2014, I have conducted 89 interviews ranging from 45 minutes 
to three hours in length. I spoke with top income earners and top wealth hold-
ers, who I recruited based on the chain-referral method. Although my sample 
is not statistically representative, this methodology has allowed me to collect 
data on the beliefs of wealthy Americans from different geographic regions and 
backgrounds. Interview respondents had an average of $8.2 million in household 
wealth (median of $4.7 million). The interview sample was not as wealthy as the 
SESA sample overall, but more than half of my interviewees were within the top 
one percent of the income or wealth distributions. Interview subjects were from 
18 different metropolitan areas across 15 states and the District of Columbia and 
worked in a variety of occupations and industries.  

Despite the methodological differences, the interview questions that duplicated SESA 
questions yielded very similar patterns of answers. My research is on-going, but I have 
some preliminary results to share, with the important caveat that I am continuing to 
analyze my data and hope to conduct approximately ten more interviews.

The wealthy are aware of economic inequality and recognize that it has grown in 
recent decades. In the SESA data and my own in-depth interviews, the vast majority of 
respondents knew that income inequality is larger today than it was 20 years ago. They 
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also tended to express a desire for a lower level of income inequality. Approximately 
two-thirds of respondents believed that income differences in our society are too large. 

The wealthy also recognize that the distribution of wealth across society is very 
skewed. In fact, they tend to overestimate the proportion of wealth held by the top 
one percent. Based on the SESA data and my preliminary interviews, the median 
perception of the respondents so far was that the top one percent hold approxi-
mately half of all U.S. wealth. (According to New York University economist Edward 
Wolff, the wealthiest one percent held a 35 percent share of the country’s household 
net worth, as of 2007.3)  In my interviews, I also probe subjects about how large a 
share the wealthiest one percent “ought” to hold. Only about two-fifths of interview 
respondents believed that the wealthiest one percent ought to hold less. 

In short, both survey and interview respondents tended to agree that income 
inequality is too high. But my interview data show that the wealthy did not neces-
sarily believe that there should be less wealth inequality.

As much as the wealthy appear to be aware of growing economic inequality, they 
did not necessarily favor any kind of public intervention to remedy or ameliorate 
the trend. In fact, the wealthiest SESA respondents favored cutting back federal 
government programs such as Social Security, job programs, health care, and 
food stamps. Only 17 percent of SESA respondents thought that the government 
should “redistribute wealth by heavy taxes on the rich.” 

Among my interviewees, very few were in favor of raising taxes to redress eco-
nomic disparities, although a minority supported public intervention in the form 
of job training and other programs aimed at increasing economic opportunity. 
In general, many interview subjects were very pessimistic about the future of 
inequality trends and did not foresee any slow down in the growing bifurcation 
between the wealthy and the rest of society. 

As a group, then, the wealthy are well informed about current events and public 
affairs, according to my preliminary interviews and the SESA data. They pay atten-
tion to the news and are very politically active, so understanding and considering 
their preferences are important. My preliminary findings indicate two emerging 
patterns: The wealthy know that economic inequality is rising, but they do not 
agree that anything should or can be done to reverse the trend. My analysis is at an 
early stage, and much more research must be done in this arena in order to inform 
a productive dialogue between scholars and policymakers.
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Government, Deputy Head of the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit and a member of 
the No 10 Policy Unit.  Before working in government he taught economics and poli-
tics at the University of Sheffield where he received his doctorate. Kelly is a leading 
media commentator on economics and public policy, writing for The Guardian, the 
Financial Times, and is a regular blogger for the New Statesman. 

Ann O’Leary 
Ann O’Leary directs the Children and Families Program at Next Generation, which 
includes spearheading “Too Small to Fail”—Next Generation’s joint initiative with 
the Clinton Foundation to help parents and businesses improve the health and 
well-being of children ages zero to five — developing a national research portfolio, 
and leading policy activities in California. She also serves as a Senior Fellow at the 
Center for American Progress where she writes about work-family policies. O’Leary 
previously served as a lecturer in health law at the University of California, Berkeley, 
School of Law, Executive Director of the Berkeley Center on Health, Economic & 
Family Security at UC Berkeley School of Law, a Deputy City Attorney for the city of 
San Francisco, Legislative Director to Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton, and led the 
children and family policy team on the White House Domestic Policy Council under 
President Clinton. O’Leary received her B.A. from Mount Holyoke College, her M.A. 
in education policy from Stanford University, and a law degree from the University of 
California, Berkeley, School of Law. 

Sean F. Reardon
Sean Reardon is the endowed Professor of Poverty and Inequality in Education 
and Professor of Sociology at Stanford University. His research focuses on the 
causes, patterns, trends, and consequences of social and educational inequal-
ity, the effects of educational policy on educational and social inequality, and 
in applied statistical methods for educational research. In addition, he develops 
methods of measuring social and educational inequality (including the measure-
ment of segregation and achievement gaps) and methods of causal inference in 
educational and social science research. He teaches graduate courses in applied 
statistical methods, with a particular emphasis on the application of experimental 
and quasi-experimental methods to the investigation of issues of educational pol-
icy and practice. Reardon received his Ph.D. in education in 1997 from Harvard 
University. He is a member of the National Academy of Education, and has been 



Building a Strong Foundation for the U.S. Economy | www.equitablegrowth.org 49

a recipient of a William T. Grant Foundation Scholar Award, a Carnegie Scholar 
Award, and a National Academy of Education Postdoctoral Fellowship.

Emmanuel Saez
Emmanuel Saez is Professor of Economics and Director of the Center for 
Equitable Growth at the University of California-Berkeley. His research focuses 
on tax policy and inequality both from theoretical and empirical perspectives. 
Jointly with Paris School of Economics professor Thomas Piketty, he has con-
structed long-run historical series of income inequality in the United States. Saez 
received his Ph.D. in Economics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
in 1999. He was awarded the John Bates Clark medal of the American Economic 
Association in 2009 and a MacArthur Fellowship in 2010.

Christopher Wimer 
Christopher Wimer is a Research Scientist at Columbia Population Research 
Center at Columbia University. He works on research projects within the 
Children, Youth, and Families and Urbanism Research Areas. He is the Project 
Director on CPRC’s New York City Longitudinal Study of Wellbeing, and also 
manages and participates in the research on many of CPRC’s poverty-related 
research projects. Wimer’s research focuses on measuring poverty and disad-
vantage, how families cope with poverty and economic insecurity, and the role 
of social policies in the lives of disadvantaged families. He received his Ph.D. in 
Sociology and Public Policy from Harvard University. 
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Here is a short description of each of the 16 grants awarded by the 
Washington Center for Equitable Growth to accelerate cutting-edge 
analysis into whether and how structural changes in the U.S. economy, 

particularly those related to the distribution of wealth and the provision of oppor-
tunity, affect economic growth.

Human Capital

“Economic inequality and the stalled progress toward gender equality”                    
Philip Cohen, Professor of Sociology, University of Maryland and                        
Meredith Kleykamp, Associate Professor of Sociology, University of Maryland 

Women’s participation in the formal economy increased for decades after the 
1960s but stalled in the late 1990s. Researchers aren’t sure why this happened, 
but professors Cohen and Kleykamp propose one possible answer: rising inequal-
ity. As income inequality has increased, the pay-off to investing in children has 
increased as well, making it more attractive to have one parent stay at home—usu-
ally the mother. Rising work hours among women has had a large effect on eco-
nomic growth. U.S. gross domestic product in 2012 would have been 11 percent 
lower if not for the rising working hours of women. If Cohen and Kleykamp’s 
hypothesis is right, then rising inequality has held back women’s entrance into the 
labor market and significantly slowed down American economic growth. 

“Inequality at home: The evolution of class-based gaps in young 
children’s home environments and pre-school age skills from 1986-2012”                                                                                                                   
Ariel Kalil, Professor, Harris School of Public Policy, University of Chicago,              
Greg Duncan, Distinguished Professor of Education, University of California-
Irvine, Rebecca Ryan, Assistant Professor of Psychology, Georgetown University,                 
Sean Reardon, Professor of Education and Sociology, Stanford University,        
Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest, Research Associate Professor, New York University   
Co-funded with the Russell Sage Foundation.

Researchers increasingly point out the importance of a child’s early years for the 
development of skills that will help them succeed later in life. Much of this scholar-20
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ship focuses on the importance of cognitive skills, such as reading, but the devel-
opment of non-cognitive skills, such as motivation and interpersonal skills, is also 
critical. These five researchers will look at how inequality across home environ-
ments affects the development of these non-cognitive skills. This channel could 
have major consequences for the life prospects of children, as economic inequality 
across families may be magnified for the next generation. Understanding these 
differences is vital to improving the prospects for disadvantaged children and the 
growth prospects for our economy.

“School finance reform and educational equity”                                                      
Jesse Rothstein, Associate Professor of Economics, University of California-Berkeley 

Improving school quality is a well-established way to improve student learning. 
But one specific approach is understudied: school finance reform. This project 
will examine state-level school finance reforms, intended to increase funding for 
schools serving poor children, over the past several decades. If school financing 
matters, then reforms that equalize funding will also tend to equalize student 
achievement across districts. This researcher will study the effects of these reforms 
on the absolute and relative test scores of students in low-income school districts. 
Policymakers can then understand if these reforms boost overall scores as well as 
reduce the inequality of outcomes. 

Consumer Demand

“Financial innovation to reduce inequality and promote equitable growth”  
Michael Barr, Professor of Law and Public Policy, University of Michigan

If policymakers want to help low- and medium-income families pay down their 
debt, we need to better understand how families manage their debt and debt 
payments. This research will look at the different strategies families take to handle 
debts, including the tactic of “debt juggling,” where households pay just enough 
to avoid going into collection but make no progress in paying off the debts. The 
research will subsequently look at how policies informed by behavioral economics 
could help improve families’ debt management strategies. 
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“Measuring the effects of debt forgiveness”                                                                                     
Will Dobbie, Assistant Professor of Economics and Public Affairs, Princeton University

In the aftermath of the Great Recession, U.S. policymakers and the public are 
more aware than ever of the dangers of large increases in private debt. But we are 
now left with a considerable amount of debt that many households can’t even 
begin to dig out from under, which not only holds back consumption but also 
drastically increases wealth inequality. Many analysts recommend partial debt 
forgiveness as a way of helping households better handle their debt loads. This 
research, which includes the compilation of a brand-new data source, will help 
economists evaluate debt-relief programs that have implications for tax policy, 
housing finance, and student loan concessions. 

“Wealth, income, and consumption: a microeconomic 
approach to a macroeconomic question”                                                                                    
Timothy Smeeding, Distinguished Professor of Public Affairs, University of 
Wisconsin,  Jonathan Fisher, U.S. Census Bureau, David Johnson, Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, Department of Commerce, and Jeffrey Thompson, Federal 
Reserve Board of Governors

These four researchers will investigate how inequality in the distribution of 
income and wealth impacts consumption, a major component of economic 
growth. Specifically, they will create a new dataset that will help them and other 
researchers explore these questions. They will look at how disparities in income 
and wealth have affected decisions about consumption and saving since the 
beginning of the Great Recession in 2009. The results will be important for 
growth modeling, for determining how inequality affects economic growth, and 
for understanding the differences in who has benefited from recent patterns of 
income growth in the economy. 

“Labor market performance and debt dynamics: the United States in the 2000s”                                                                                    
Ethan Kaplan, Assistant Professor of Economics, University of Maryland

The level of private debt in the U.S. economy rose considerably during the 2000s. 
This research will investigate how much of that increase was due to the weak job 
growth of that decade. If the debt run-up was due to consumers’ borrowing to 
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cover necessities after a job loss, the policy implications are quite different than 
if it were due to reckless consumer spending. This research will also look at how 
debt was distributed across the population by age, race, and income, and how that 
distribution changed during the 2000s. A better understanding of the causes of 
increased debt and knowing who increased their debt load the most will help us 
better understand the importance of savings and the relationship between con-
sumer demand and economic growth.

Government and Labor Market 
Institutions

“From economic growth to decent jobs and middle class prosperity: 
Post-1979 U.S. employment performance in international perspective”                               
David Howell, Professor of Economics and Public Policy, The New School        
Co-funded with the Russell Sage Foundation. 

Labor market institutions differ substantially across developed nations, and the 
result is a fair amount of variation in the quality of jobs created. This research will 
shed light on how economic growth translates into high-quality jobs characterized 
by decent wages and stability, or, in simple terms “good jobs.” The research will pro-
vide a detailed exploration of the quantity and quality of U.S. employment growth 
since 1979 by economic sector, occupation and demographic group. It will conduct 
similar in-depth work on two other large and wealthy countries, Canada and France, 
as well as a cross-country analysis of approximately 25 countries aimed at the same 
objective. The research will facilitate more nuanced comparisons between policy 
progress in the United States versus that of other developed nations.

“Inside monopsony: a mixed methods approach to understanding how 
labor standards shape employment practices in the restaurant industry”                  
William Lester. Assistant Professor of City and Regional Planning, University of       
North Carolina

This research will look at how regional variations in labor market regulations 
influence the types of businesses that locate in those regions, and the employment 



54 Washington Center for Equitable Growth | Building a Strong Foundation for the U.S. Economy

practices of those businesses. The analysis will focus on San Francisco, which has 
relatively comprehensive locally enforced labor standards, and the North Carolina 
Research Triangle, which lacks strong labor standards. This research project seeks 
to understand how locally-enacted labor standards that aim to reduce inequality 
reshape the structure of work in low-wage industries, with a specific focus on the 
restaurant industry. 

“Schedule stability for hourly workers – Phase I of II”                                               
Joan Williams, Distinguished Professor of Law, University of California Hastings

This research will investigate the interaction of business time-scheduling policies 
and changing family structures. Unpredictable work hours, more common among 
low-wage workers, may reduce worker productivity and thus economic growth. 
In conjunction with at least one corporate partner, the researchers will test the 
impact of effective scheduling systems on employees via a controlled intervention. 
They will divide workers into groups, with certain groups receiving greater control 
over their schedules, and then examine the resulting absenteeism and attrition 
rates for each group. The research will test the hypothesis that an improved work-
life fit will lead to greater job satisfaction for hourly workers, who will in turn be 
less likely to leave their jobs when family obligations interfere with their schedule, 
and ultimately will result in enhanced economic security for these workers. At the 
same time, the research will explore whether employers who implement schedul-
ing practices that improve work-life fit are able to retain experienced employees 
who are more productive than newly-hired employees.

Young Scholars                                                          

“Can reforms to public and private credit provisions bolster 
social insurance and promote more equitable growth?”                                                                           
Pascal Noel, graduate student in Economics, Harvard University

Rising inequality has two implications for individuals’ ability to rebound from 
temporary setbacks and contribute to economic growth: poorer households don’t 
have savings to fall back on during temporary income losses and richer house-
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holds are able to self-insure and find social insurance programs less valuable. This 
research will investigate whether and how credit policies could help lower-income 
individuals better weather shocks and contribute to economic growth.

“The impact of need-based financial aid 
reform on the decision to attend college”                                                                                                                        
Shayak Sarkar and Ryan Sakoda, graduate students in Economics, Harvard University                              

Low-income students disproportionately attend for-profits colleges and universi-
ties where low graduation rates and high levels of student debt are common. This 
research will utilize administrative data to test whether new rules that require 
graduation and debt standards change matriculation at for-profits schools.

“The effects of a progressive tax system on innovation and growth”                                                                                                                     
Stefanie Stancheva, graduate student in Economics, Massachusetts               
Institute of Technology

This research will examine the implications of tax structures for inequality and 
growth, focusing on innovation. The researcher will investigate this question by 
looking at cross-national differences in tax policy and innovation.

“The American taxpayer project”                                                                           
Vanessa Williamson, graduate student in Government and Social Policy,                 
Harvard University

This research will explore political support for different kinds of tax structures. 
Better understanding tax preferences is key to better understanding the range of 
possible tax policies and their contribution to inequality and growth.

“Inequality and fiscal balance: Is U.S. capital income actually taxed and why?”                                                                                                                             
Danny Yagan, post-doctoral researcher in Economics, University                              
of California-Berkeley
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This research will look at how the wealthy re-label income and wealth to avoid 
taxes. This study will help us better understand the distribution of wealth and 
income at the very top of the distribution, as well as the implications of mislabel-
ing for capital accumulation and economic growth.

“Declining labor shares and the relative price of 
investment: evidence from state investment tax credits”                                                                                      
Owen Zidar, assistant professor of Economics (as of Fall 2014), University of 
Chicago Booth School of Business

This research will explore the changing distribution of income between labor and 
capital. The project will look specifically at how tax policy focused towards invest-
ment may be responsible for the shift of income from labor to capital by looking 
at differences across states. The shift in the capital-labor distribution is critically 
important for understanding not just economic inequality, but growth as well.
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