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Growing economic inequality 
in the U.S.



University of California Davis via
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

Share of labor compensation in GDP at 
current national prices, U.S., 1950-2019
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% of employed civilian labor force aged 16+ 
who belong to a union & income share of top 

1% of people, U.S., 1917-2022
https://home.treasury.gov/news/featured-stories/labor-unions-and-the-us-economy
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Josh Bivens, Elise Gould, Jori Kandra, 
Economic Policy Institute Report, 

September 19, 2024

“CEO pay declined in 2023. But it has soared 1,085% 
since 1978 compared with a 24% rise in typical workers’ 
pay.”
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Bivens et al., Economic 
Policy Institute 2024-09-19
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Income & wage growth, U.S., 1964-2020
https://home.treasury.gov/news/featured-stories/labor-unions-and-the-us-economy

“The income of the 
median family rose only 
0.6 percent per year, in 
contrast to average 
personal income per 
household which rose 1.1 
percent per year …”

Average > median

All series are deflated by the Consumer Price Index.
All series are set to 100 in 1979.
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Growth rates: median house price > median 
rent / month > median household income, 

U.S., 1960-2017
https://listwithclever.com/research/home-price-v-income-historical-study/
All values are indexed to 1960. Source: 1960-2000 Decennial Censuses and 
2008, 2010 and 2017 American Community Surveys
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Fracturing families in the U.S.



Married households fell from 79% to 
47% of households, U.S., 1949-2022.

2025-05-28 Joel E. Cohen 11

U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Households by Type
https://usafacts.org/articles/state-relationships-marriages-and-living-alone-us/
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% of men 15+ who never married rose, 
U.S., 1950-2024.



% of women 15+ never married rose, 
U.S., 1950-2024.
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Coupling rate = % of adults aged 25-34 years who are married or cohabiting

1980           2000           2020 1980           2000           2020



www.macrotrends.net

U.S. births per woman per lifetime (TFR)
fell by 1/2, from 3.4 to 1.7, in 1960-2024.
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Since 1972, U.S. total fertility rate (TFR) has been 
below replacement level of 2.1 children per 
woman per lifetime.

- - - - - - - - - - replacement level = 2.1 children - - - - - - - -



Clark et al., Demography (2024) 61 (2): 541–568.
https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-11237867

54.5% of rural births, 44.9% of urban births 
were outside of marriage in 2018, U.S.

Canada                         U.S.



% of children in father-missing households 
by group, U.S., 
1970 & 2023
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% of children in single-parent households, 
world & selected countries, 2019
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% of 1-person households grew 3.6 x, 
7.7% 27.6%, 1940-2020;
reached 29% in U.S. 2024.
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“From 2001 through 2021, suicide 
rates increased most years for 

males and females.” CDC-NCHS

National Center for Health Statistics Data Brief 464 April 2023 

Suicide rates rose 2x for women 15-24, 

rose nearly 4x for girls 10-14, U.S., 2001-21.
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U.S. general education 
in international perspective



% of 8th graders who are “below basic” in 
mathematics according to National 

Assessment of Educational Progress,
U.S., 1996-2022
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% of 8th graders who are “below basic” in 
reading according to National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, U.S., 1992-2022



NY Times 2025-04-07

bottom 10%

top 10%

Math & reading scores of bottom half of U.S. students fell 
since 2011 in NAEP.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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Mathematics average score of 15-year-
olds in Program for International Student 

Assessment, 2022: US ranks 34th

Just below Malta, just above Slovak Republic



Science average score of 15-year-olds 
in Program for International Student 

Assessment, 2022: US ranks 17th

Just below Poland, just above Czechia



“If you think education is expensive, 
try ignorance.” – Derek Bok



U.S. health & survival 
in international perspective



Adult obesity rose   12%37%,   U.S., 1975-2016. 
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“Obesity is one of the leading risk factors 
for early death.”

OurWorldinData.Org CC BY
Data: WHO-Global Health Observatory 2024
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Among 45 
countries with 
highest life 
expectancy at 
birth for total 
population, 
U.S. fell 
from 20th in 1960 
to 40th in  2015.

U.S. Census Bureau, “Living Longer: 
Historical and Projected Life 
Expectancy in the United States,1960 
to 2060: Population Estimates and 
Projections” 2020
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USA

21 other rich 
countries, 
average

1933-2021 1980-2021

Age-standardized mortality fell more in 21 
other rich nations than in U.S., 1933-2021.

Dashed black line is population-weighted average of 21 other wealthy nations.
Thin grey lines are country-specific trends for each other nation. 
Total mortality was age-standardized to the 2000 US population age distribution.

Bor et al. 2023, from 
Human Mortality Database
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“Missing Americans: Early death in 
the United States— 1933–2021”

Bor et al., PNAS Nexus, 2023

Relative to average age-specific mortality 
rates  of 21 other wealthy nations,

trend is worst for young, best for old.



Compared to OECD countries, 
U.S. spends ~2x more on health, 
gets shorter lives.

83

81

79

77

75

73

71

1 2          3          4          5         6          7         8          9        10
Thousand USD



Most of these trends have gone on for half 
a century or more:

Increased economic inequality; 
Increased  isolation, decreased 

familial support;
General education falling behind our 

peers;
Health & longevity falling behind our 

peers.

Is this the country we want?


