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Why Poverty Persists
Even in the best of times, a prosperous country 

such as the United States has a sizable popu-

lation of poor people. Why, in such an affluent 

society, is poverty a permanent fixture? To 

explain the persistence of poverty, we must look 

at enduring imbalances in income and wealth, 

the structural role poverty plays in larger social 

institutions, and the dominant cultural beliefs 

and attitudes that help support it.

Enduring Disparities in Income and Wealth  
One obvious reason poverty is so persistent in 

the United States is the way income and wealth 

are distributed. According to the U.S. Bureau 

of the Census (ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 

2015), the average annual income of the top 5% 

of U.S. households is $196,000, while the aver-

age annual income of the bottom 20% of house-

holds is under $21,000.

This wide income gap between the richest 

and poorest segments of the population has 

been growing steadily over the past few decades 

(see Exhibit 10.5). The most affluent 1% of 

American households now accounts for 17% of 

all the income earned in a given year, up from 

under 8% in 1979. Since 1979, incomes of the 

top 1% have grown 275%; during the same time, 

incomes for the bottom 20% have grown only 

18% (Congressional Budget Office, 2014).

The United States has the greatest income 

disparity between poor and wealthy citizens 

of any industrialized nation (Mather & Jarosz, 

2014). As we’ve seen, the wealthiest fifth of U.S. 

families earn almost nine times more than the 

poorest fifth (ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 

2015). In France, the richest fifth earn seven 

times more than the poorest fifth, and in Japan, 

they earn four times more (Phillips, 2002). But 

to be fair, the income gap between rich and 
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SOURCE: ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2015, Table 716.

Exhibit 10.5 The Increasing Gap in Household Incomes 


