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Social class – income distribution, 
poverty



Agenda

• Locate hometowns of the richest 400 in 
America, compare with poorest counties  
from last lecture

• Discuss poverty

• Overview myths about the poor



Where do the richest live?

• According to Forbes Magazine, across the 
US, see 
http://www.forbes.com/2005/09/15/hometo
wns-networths-america-
richest_05rich400_map.html

• By numbers, the most live in NYC, 

• The richest lives in the Seattle Metro



• Notice none in New Mexico or the Dakotas

• Largely focused in cities – New York, 
Boston, Miami, Tampa, Washington, 
Chicago, Dallas, Denver, L A, San 
Francisco, Seattle



Poverty

• Definition: Poverty is the condition in which 

people do not have enough money to maintain a 

standard of living that includes the basic 

necessities of life.

• More technically, for the US in 2004, for a family 
of 4, an income of $ 29,484 or less for the year 
placed them below the poverty level

• For an individual, an income of $9,827 was the 
threshold



• These values are called the poverty 

index which was based on money income 

and does not include non cash benefits 

such as Medicaid, food stamps, and public 

housing.



Critiques of the poverty index

• Some say it overestimates the poor

– Originally assistance was goods and services, now it 
is non-cash benefits such as housing subsidies, 
school lunch programs, and  health care services 
which are quite valuable

• Some say it underestimates the poor

– Money used to pay taxes, alimony, child support, 
health care, or work related expenses should not be 
considered because it is not allowable for food or 
other necessities

– There is no geographic cost of living adjustment

– The threshold is unrealistically low (absolute vs
relative poverty-compare to the rest of society)



Use of Census to determine 
poverty

• While census collects poverty data, 
remember that it has some 
contentiousness, too

– It is derived from household data 

• It then neglects those not in households
– Those in nursing homes

– Those in group homes

– Those who are homeless



Myths about the poor

• People are poor because they are too lazy 
to work

– ½ the poor are not of working age

– Those who are of working age, minimum 
wage does not allow for a living

– Manufacturing jobs have moved overseas for 
cheaper labor

– The working poor can be worse off than those 
on welfare – those on welfare get services



• Most poor people are minorities and most 
minorities are poor

– most poor are white because they are the majority, 
but the poverty rate is higher for minorities (nearly 3 X 
for both Blacks and Hispanics)

• Most of the poor are single mothers with children

– The poverty rate is high for single mothers (especially 
those who had children young and never married), 
but the majority of people in poverty live in other 
family arrangements.  About 1/3 live in married couple 
families and about ¼ live alone or with non-relatives. 
The rest live in a male-headed or other family setting



• Most people in poverty live in the inner 
cities
– Historically poverty has been more prevalent 

in rural areas.  In 2002 the poverty rate was 
14.2% in rural areas vs. 11.6% in urban areas 
Rural residents also tend to have lower levels 
of education

• Welfare programs for the poor are 
straining the Federal budget
– Social assistance programs for low income 

people cost only about 1/3 the price of other 
social assistance such as Social Security and 
Medicare which is for the middle class, not the 
poor


