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wealth, and insufficient means to survive. Some die of eas-
ily cured diseases because the bodies of those in absolute 
poverty are weakened by chronic and persistent hunger 
and almost total lack of medical attention.

Relative poverty occurs when one’s income falls 
below the poverty line, resulting in an inadequate stan-
dard of living relative to others in the individual’s coun-
try .  In the United States, relative poverty means 
shortened life expectancy, higher infant mortality, and 
poorer health. Whereas few people starve on the street 
and suffer from the easily cured diseases more common 
among the poor in Global South nations, food insecurity 
and the stress and hardships of relative poverty lead to 
more health problems and earlier deaths for the poor in 
the United States and other Global North nations with 
high levels of inequality.

The feminization of poverty refers to the trend in 
which single females with children make up a growing 
proportion of those in poverty. In 2013, 11.8% of males 
and 15.3% of females aged 18 to 64 in the United States 
lived in poverty, and Table 7.2 shows how much income 
would remove one from the poverty line. One in five chil-
dren (20% of girls and 19.8% of boys) were in poverty 
(DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). If you are raised by a 
single mother, you have a greater chance of experiencing 
poverty. Almost 1 out of 3 (30.6%) families with a female 
head of household were in poverty in 2013 (DeNavas-Walt 
and Proctor 2014). Some of those in poverty find them-
selves without a home. As of January 2014, there were an 
estimated 578,424 homeless people in the United States 
(U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 2014). 
Among them, 69% were in transitional or emergency 

shelters, and 31% were unsheltered. Almost 1 out of 4  
of the homeless (23%) were children under the age  
of 18. Families now make up over one third (37%) of the 
homeless population.

The Obama administration made a concerted effort 
to combat homelessness and used social scientific 
research to do so. Studies have shown that “mainstream 
housing, health, education, and human service pro-
grams must be fully engaged and coordinated to prevent 
and end homelessness” (Sullivan 2013). Research also 
reveals that providing a wide range of services for the 
homeless actually saves taxpayers money in the long 
run “by interrupting a costly cycle of emergency room 
visits, detoxes, and even jail terms” (Sullivan 2013). 
Thanks to strategies based on these finding, the number 
of homeless has declined by 11% since 2007 (despite the 
impact of the Great Recession and rising levels of 
inequality) (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development 2014).

How can we effectively address inequality? First, we 
must become aware of the problem. As this chapter has 
described, almost every society has some system of strati-
fication. We do not all have the same chances of “making 
it.” Most of us, though, do not fully realize the extent of 
the inequality in the society we call home. For example, 
in a recent study, a nationally representative sample of 
U.S. citizens was shown three charts that displayed differ-
ent distributions of wealth, ranging from somewhat 
equal to very unequal. When asked which of the three 
charts illustrated how wealth was distributed in the 
United States, most respondents chose the chart that 
actually described wealth distribution in Sweden, the 
nation with the lowest level of economic inequality in the 
world. The chart most often picked by respondents as an 
“ideal” distribution of wealth illustrated an even more 
equitable distribution of wealth than that found in 
Sweden (Norton and Ariely 2011). Figure 7.12 shows the 
actual U.S. wealth distribution plotted against the esti-
mated and ideal distributions across all respondents. 
Note that the ideal distribution is closest to the results of 
the survey described. Responses varied a bit by age, 
income, and political party, but there was overall agree-
ment that America would be better off with a smaller 
wealth gap (Weissmann 2014).

Thinking Sociologically
What distribution of wealth and income would you 
favor for your nation, and why? What changes would 
you make to approach your favored distribution?

TABLE 7.2  Poverty Thresholds for 
2014 by Size of Family

Size of Family Unit
Weighted Average 

Thresholds

One person $12,071

Two people $15,379

Three people $18,850

Four people $24,230

Five people $28,695

Six people $32,473

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2015a).




