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In this chapter, we will examine how the overall distribution of wages and earnings 
has become more unequal and how the distance between the wealthy and the poor 
has widened considerably in recent decades and worsened during the Great Recession 
of 2007–2009. The Occupy Wall Street movement highlighted wealth and income 
inequality through its central protest question: Are you a member of the wealthy 1% 
or part of the remaining 99%? Martin Marger (2002) writes, “Measured in various 
ways, the gap between rich and poor in the United States is wider than [in] any other 
society with comparable economic institutions and standards of living” (p. 48). 

According to the U.S. Census, for 2013 the median income was $51,939 
(DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). The U.S. Census examines income distribution 
by dividing the U.S. household population into fifths or quintiles. If all U.S. income 
were equally divided, each quintile would receive one fifth of the total income. 
However, based on U.S. Census data for 2013, 51% of the total U.S. income was 
earned by households in the highest quintile or among households making an aver-
age of $185,206. The lowest 20% of households (earning an average of $11,651 per 
year) had 3.2% of the total income (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). Inequality 
first grew between 1973 and 1999, when the top fifth of the distribution began to 
increase its share of aggregate income, while the bottom four fifths began to lose 
their share (Jones and Weinberg 2000). A report by the U.S. Congressional Budget 
Office (2011) revealed that the income for the top 1% increased by 275% from 
1979 to 2007. (Refer to Table 2.1.)

Wealth, rather than income, may be more important in determining one’s econom-
ic inequality. Wealth is usually defined as the value of assets (checking and savings 
accounts, property, vehicles, and stocks) owned by a household (Keister and Moller 
2000) at a point in time. Wealth is measured in two ways: gross assets (the total 
value of the assets someone owns) and net worth (the value of assets owned minus 
the amount of debt owed) (Gilbert 2003). Wealth is more stable within families and 
across generations than is income, occupation, or education (Conley 1999) and can 
be used to secure or produce wealth, enhancing one’s life chances. 

Fifth Mean Income Share

Top fifth $185,206 51.0%

Second fifth   $83,519 23.0%

Third fifth   $52,322 14.4%

Fourth fifth   $30,509   8.4%

Lowest fifth   $11,651   3.2%

SOURCE: DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014.

Table 2.1  Share of aggregate income received by each fifth, 2013
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