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CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW 
 

As the 2012 presidential candidates prepare 

their closing arguments to America’s middle 

class, they are courting a group that has 

endured a lost decade for economic well-being. 

Since 2000, the middle class has shrunk in 

size, fallen backward in income and 

wealth, and shed some—but by no means all—

of its characteristic faith in the future.  
  

These stark assessments are based on 

findings from a new nationally representative 

Pew Research Center survey that 

includes 1,287 adults who describe themselves 

as middle class, supplemented by the Center's 

analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau 

and Federal Reserve Board of Governors.  
  

Fully 85% of self-described middle-class adults 

say it is more difficult now than it was a decade 

ago for middle-class people to maintain their 

standard of living. Of those who feel this way, 

62% say “a lot” of the blame lies with Congress, 

while 54% say the same about banks and 

financial institutions, 47% about large 

corporations, 44% about the Bush 

administration, 39% about foreign competition 

and 34% about the Obama administration. 

Just 8% blame the middle class itself a lot.  
 

Their downbeat take on their economic 

situation comes at the end of a decade in 

which, for the first time since the end of World 

War II, mean family incomes declined for 

Americans in all income tiers. But the middle-

income tier—defined in this Pew Research 

analysis as all adults whose annual household 

income is two-thirds to double the national 

A Decade of Decline 

Middle-Tier Median Household Income 

Falls … 

Incomes are scaled to reflect a three-person 

household (in 2011 dollars) 

 
 

… Median Net Worth Plummets … 

in 2011 dollars 

 

 

… and the Middle Class Says its Lifestyle is 

Harder to Maintain 

% of middle-class adults who say it is … for middle 

class to maintain standard of living today than 10 

years ago 

 

Notes: Income and wealth trends based on households with 
household-size adjusted incomes 67% to 200% of the 
national median. Attitudes chart based on respondents who 
say they are middle class, n=1,287. “About the same” is a 
volunteered category. “Don’t know/Refused” not shown. 

Source: Pew Research tabulations of the Current Population 
Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1984-
2011, and Survey of Consumer Finances, 1983-2010; Pew 
Research survey, July 16-26, 2012 
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Congress 

median1—is the only one that 

also shrunk in size, a trend 

that has continued over the 

past four decades.  

 

In 2011, this middle-income 

tier included 51% of all 

adults; back in 1971, using 

the same income boundaries, 

it had included 61%.2 The 

hollowing of the middle has 

been accompanied by a 

dispersion of the population 

into the economic tiers both 

above and below.  

 

The upper-income tier rose 

to 20% of adults in 2011, up 

from 14% in 1971; the lower-

income tier rose to 29%, up 

from 25%. However, over the 

same period, only the upper-income tier increased its share in the nation’s household income 

pie. It now takes in 46%, up from 29% four decades ago. The middle tier now takes in 45%, 

down from 62% four decades ago. The lower tier takes in 9%, down from 10% four decades 

ago. 

  

For the middle-income group, the “lost decade” of the 2000s has been even worse for wealth 

loss than for income loss. The median income of the middle-income tier fell 5%, but median 

wealth (assets minus debt) declined by 28%, to $93,150 from $129,582.3 During this period, 

the median wealth of the upper-income tier was essentially unchanged—it rose by 1%, to 

                                    
1 This income range is $39,418 to $118,255 in 2011 dollars. As explained in Appendix 2, incomes are adjusted for household size 

and then scaled to reflect a three-person household. 
2 In the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, the source of the income analysis in this report, respondents are asked 

to provide household income data for the calendar year prior to the year of the survey (e.g., 2010 income is reported in the 2011 

survey). This means, for example, that 51% of adults in 2011 were in the middle-income tier based on the incomes they reported 

for 2010. For this reason, income data in this report cover the 1970 to 2010 period and the demographic data cover the 1971 to 

2011 period. 
3 Due to data limitations, change over time for wealth is measured from 2001 to 2010 rather than 2000 to 2010. For an 

explanation of data sources, see Appendix 2.  

 

Most in the Middle Class Blame Congress, 

Financial Institutions for Economic Woes  

Q. How much do you blame (each) for the difficulties the middle class has 

faced in the past 10 years? 

 

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class respondents who say it’s 
“more difficult” today than 10 years ago to maintain their standard of living, 
n=1,093. “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q21/21A 
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$574,788 from $569,905. Meantime, the wealth of the lower-income tier plunged by 45%, 

albeit from a much smaller base, to $10,151 from $18,421. 

 

Which Presidential Candidate Is Better for the Middle Class?  

 

As the 2012 presidential campaign heads 

toward the party conventions and the fall 

climax, no group has been the target of more 

electioneering appeals than America’s 

beleaguered middle class. The Pew Research 

survey finds that neither candidate has sealed 

the deal with middle-class adults but that 

President Obama is in somewhat better shape 

than his Republican challenger, Mitt Romney.4  

 

About half (52%) of adults who self-identify as 

middle class say they believe Obama’s policies 

in a second term would help the middle class, 

while 39% say they would not help. By 

comparison, 42% say that Romney’s election 

would help the middle class, while 40% say it 

would not help. There is much more variance 

in the judgments of the middle class about the 

likely impact of the two candidates’ policies on the wealthy and the poor. Fully seven-in-ten 

(71%) middle-class respondents say Romney’s policies would help the wealthy, while just a 

third (33%) say they would help the poor. Judgments about Obama tilt the opposite way. 

Roughly four-in-ten (38%) middle-class respondents say his policies would help the wealthy, 

and about six-in-ten (62%) say they would help the poor.  

 

Who Is Middle Class? 

 

In addition to looking at a “statistical middle” derived from government data, this report looks 

at those who self-identify as middle class, based on a Pew Research Center national survey of 

2,508 adults. In the survey, 49% of adults describe themselves as middle class; 53% said the 

same in a similar survey in early 2008, when what is now known as the Great Recession was 

                                    
4 Interviewing for the survey ended in late July, nearly three weeks before Romney selected Rep. Paul Ryan of Wisconsin to be his 

running mate and a month before the GOP convention was to convene in Tampa.  

 

Obama, Romney and the Middle 

Class 

Among middle-class adults, % saying Obama’s/ 

Romney’s policies would help … 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q16,16A 
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gathering steam. That recession, according to the National Bureau of Economic Research, 

began in December 2007 and ended in June 2009. 

 

The 2012 survey finds an increase in those who self-identify as 

being in the lower or lower-middle class—32% place 

themselves in these categories, up from 25% in 2008. And 17% 

now say they are in the upper or upper-middle class, down 

from 21% in 2008.  
 

Noteworthy patterns by race, age and gender are present in all 

of these self-categorizations.  

 

Similar shares of whites (51%), blacks (48%) and Hispanics 

(47%) say they are middle class, even though government data 

show that whites have a higher median income and much more 

wealth than blacks or Hispanics.  
 

Adults ages 65 and older (63%) are more inclined than all other 

age groups to call themselves middle class and less inclined to 

say they are lower class (20%). Meantime, younger adults 

(those ages 18 to 29) are more likely to say they are they are in 

the lower or lower-middle class; fully 39% say this now, 

compared with 25% who said so in 2008. 

 

Men (46%) are somewhat less likely than women (53%) to 

include themselves in the middle class. In 2008, a somewhat 

larger share of men (51%) said they were middle class, and 54% of women said they were.  

 

Falling Behind, Moving Ahead  
 

When middle-class Americans size up their personal economies, they see themselves as both 

moving ahead and falling behind. It all depends on the time frame. Over the short term, their 

evaluations tilt negative. Over the span of the past decade, they’re mixed. And over the full arc 

of their lives, they’re positive—albeit less so now than in the past.  
 

The Great Recession officially ended three years ago, but most middle-class Americans are still 

feeling pinched. About six-in-ten (62%) say they had to reduce household spending in the past 

year because money was tight, compared with 53% who said so in 2008.  

 

Who Is and Isn’t 
Middle Class? 

% who say they are … 

 
Upper 
class 

Middle 
class 

Lower 
class 

All adults 17 49 32 

    

Male 19 46 34 

Female 15 53 31 

    

White 17 51 31 

Black 17 48 33 

Hispanic 12 47 40 

    

18-29 18 42 39 

30-49 16 48 35 

50-64 19 48 32 

65 and 
older 15 63 20 

Notes: “Upper class” includes those 
who self-identify as upper or upper-
middle class; “lower class” includes 
those who self-identify as lower or 
lower-middle class. Hispanics are of 
any race. Whites and blacks include 
only non-Hispanics. “Don’t know/ 
Refused” responses not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q5 
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The downbeat short-term perspective is not surprising in light 

of the heavy economic blows delivered by the Great Recession 

of 2007-2009 and the sluggish recovery since. About four-in-

ten (42%) middle-class adults say their household’s financial 

situation is worse now than it was before the recession, while 

32% say they are in better shape; an additional 23% 

volunteered that their finances are unchanged. Of those who 

say they’re in worse shape, about half (51%) say it will take at 

least five years to recover, including 8% who predict they will 

never recover.  
 

Asked to compare their financial situation now with what it was 

10 years ago, the evaluations of the middle class are more 

evenly divided. Some 44% say they are more financially secure 

than they had been, and 42% say less. (An additional 12% 

volunteered that it’s about the same.) 
 

Over the longer term, the evaluations grow more positive. Six-

in-ten (60%) say their standard of living is better than that of 

their parents at the same age, 24% say it is the same and just 

13% say it is worse. However, these evaluations were even 

rosier four years ago, when 67% said they were doing better than their parents at the same age.  

 

Does Hard Work Pay Off? 

 

In addition to their scaled-back judgments about how they are doing personally, Americans 

have a bit less faith in their long-held beliefs about the efficacy of hard work. 

 

Two-thirds of the middle class (67%) agree that “most people who want to get ahead can make 

it if they are willing to work hard,” while 29% agree that “hard work and determination are no 

guarantee of success for most people.” Among the general public, the shares are similar—63% 

say hard work pays off, while 34% say it does not necessarily lead to success. The Pew Research 

Center has asked this question 10 times since 1994, when 68% of the public agreed that hard 

work would pay off. The proportion saying so peaked in 1999, when roughly three-quarters 

(74%) expressed that view.  

  

In the Wake of the 

Great Recession 

% of middle class who are in … 

now than they were before the 

recession began (in December 

2007) 

 

Notes: *“No difference” is a 
volunteered category. Based on 
respondents who say they are middle 
class, n=1,287. Volunteered 
responses of “Not applicable” and 
“Don’t know/Refused” shown but not 
labeled. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q19 
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Looking Ahead with Muted Hope  
 

Middle-class Americans look to the economic 

future—their own, their children’s, and the 

nation’s—with a mix of apprehension and 

muted optimism. 
 

About a quarter (23%) say they are very 

confident that they will have enough income 

and assets to last throughout their retirement 

years; an additional 43% say they are 

somewhat confident and 32% say they are not 

too or not at all confident.  
  

As for their children’s economic future, some 

43% of those in the middle class expect that 

their children’s standard of living will be better 

than their own, while 26% think it will be 

worse and 21% think it will be about the same. 

Four years ago, in response to the same question, the middle class had higher hopes for their 

offspring, with 51% predicting they would have a better standard of living and 19% thinking it 

would be worse.  

 

As for the nation as a whole, the verdict from the middle class is likewise muted. Only about 

one-in-ten (11%) say they are very optimistic about the country’s long-term economic future, 

44% are somewhat optimistic and 41% are somewhat or very pessimistic.  

 

Does Partisan Affiliation Influence Economic Perceptions?  
  

As is true of the population overall, more members of the middle class identify with or lean 

toward the Democratic Party (50%) than with the Republican Party (39%), with 11% declining 

to take sides. These partisan affiliations are correlated with the economic attitudes and 

perceptions of survey respondents in ways that often run contrary to their actual economic 

circumstances, a pattern evident in many Pew Research surveys conducted since 2008, when 

the recession took hold and Barack Obama was elected president. 

 

Many of the demographic groups that have fared the worst during the recession—including 

young adults (ages 18 to 24), blacks and Hispanics—have the most upbeat assessments of their 

own economic mobility, their children’s economic prospects and the nation’s economic future.  

Tempered Optimism for the Next 

Generation 

% of middle-class adults expecting their children’s 

standard of living compared with their own at the 

same age …  

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Responses of much/somewhat better and 
much/somewhat worse are combined. Volunteered 
responses of “No children” and “Don’t know/Refused” 
responses not shown.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q4 
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These groups are all heavily Democrats and 

supporters of President Obama. For example, 

young adults are more optimistic than older 

adults about the nation’s long-term economic 

future (67% of adults ages 18 to 24 vs. 52% of 

adults ages 35 and older), and blacks (78%) 

and Hispanics (67%) are more optimistic than 

whites (48%). The same patterns play out in 

many evaluations of personal finances. 
 

Partisan differences also affect the way 

members of the middle class apportion blame 

for the economic difficulties the middle class 

has endured over the past decade. Sizable gaps 

exist on whether a lot of blame belongs with 

large corporations (Democrats 59% vs. 

Republicans 27%) and banks and other 

financial institutions (Democrats 62% vs. 

Republicans 40%). However, similar majorities 

of both groups blame Congress (63% for 

Democrats and 58% for Republicans). 

 

Minorities, Young Most Hopeful 

About Country’s Economic Future 

% of middle class in each group who say they are 

optimistic about the country’s long-term financial 

future 

 

Notes: Responses of very/somewhat optimistic are 
combined. Based on respondents who say they are middle 
class, n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q9A1 

About the Data  

 

The income, wealth and demographic data come from two primary sources. The demographic and 
household income data reported in Chapter 6 are derived from the Current Population Survey, Annual Social 
and Economic Supplements (ASEC) conducted in March of every year. Income is reported for the year prior to 
the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported in the 2011 survey). The specific files used in this report are 
from March 1971 to March 2011, the latest year for which ASEC data are available. Conducted jointly by the 
U.S. Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the CPS is a monthly survey of approximately 55,000 
households and is the source of the nation’s official statistics on unemployment. Additionally, the mean family 
income numbers in Chapter 6 are derived from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Historical Income Tables. The wealth 
data in Chapter 7 are derived from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), which is sponsored by the Federal 
Reserve Board of Governors and the Department of Treasury. It has been conducted every three years since 
1983 and is designed to provide detailed information on the finances of U.S. families. The SCF sample typically 
consists of approximately 4,500 families, but the 2010 survey included about 6,500 families. For more details, 
see Appendix 2. 

The general public survey is based on telephone interviews conducted July 16-26, 2012, with a nationally 
representative sample of 2,508 adults ages 18 and older, including 1,287 respondents who identified 

themselves as “middle class.” The survey included an oversample of 407 non-Hispanic blacks and 377 
Hispanics. A total of 1,505 interviews were completed with respondents contacted by landline telephone and 
1,003 with those contacted on their cellular phone. Data are weighted to produce a final sample that is 
representative of the general population of adults in the continental United States. Survey interviews were 
conducted in English and Spanish under the direction of Princeton Survey Research Associates International. 
Margin of sampling error is plus or minus 2.8 percentage points for results based on the total sample, 3.9 
percentage points for those in the middle class, 5.7 percentage points for non-Hispanic blacks and 5.5 
percentage points for the Hispanic subsamples at the 95% confidence level. For more details, see Appendix 3. 

 
 

http://www.census.gov/cps/
http://www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/oss/oss2/scfindex.html
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Cost To Lead a Middle-class Life 

 

The survey also asked how much annual 

income a family of four would need to lead a 

middle-class lifestyle. The median response 

among those who consider themselves middle 

class is $70,000, meaning that half of middle-

class adults say it would take more than 

$70,000 annually and half say it would take 

less than that amount.  

 

Public estimates of how much money it takes 

for a family of four to live a middle-class 

lifestyle are quite close to the Pew Research 

Center’s analysis based on U.S. Census Bureau 

data that the median income for a four-person 

household is $68,274.5 

 

As expected from the varying cost of living 

across the country, the annual family income 

seen as necessary for a middle-class lifestyle is 

a median of $85,000 in the East and $60,000 

in the Midwest (with a median of $70,000 in 

both the South and the West). Similarly, the 

median among middle-class adults living in 

rural areas is $55,000; among suburban and 

urban dwellers, it is $75,000 and $70,000, 

respectively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    
5 Pew Research Center estimate of 2010 calendar year income (in 2011 dollars) from the Current Population Survey, Annual 

Social and Economic Supplement, March 2011. Incomes are adjusted for household size and scaled to reflect a four-person 

household. 

What Does It Take? 

Median response to annual income needed for family 

of four to lead a middle-class lifestyle  

All middle class $70,000 

  

Men $70,000 

Women $70,000 

  

White $70,000 

Black $75,000 

Hispanic $50,000 

  

18-29 $70,000 

30-49 $76,000 

50-64 $75,000 

65 and older $55,000 

  

College grad $80,000 

Some college $70,000 

H.S. or less $60,000 

  

Family income  

$100,000 and up $100,000 

$50,000-$99,999 $75,000 

$30,000-$49,999 $60,000 

Less than $30,000 $40,000 

  

Neighborhood type  

Urban $70,000 

Suburban $75,000 

Rural $55,000 

  

East $85,000 

Midwest $60,000 

South $70,000 

West $70,000 

Notes: Median responses based on respondents who say 
they are middle class and gave an answer, n=2,141. 
Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks include only 
non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q23 
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Income Trends from Government Data 
 

The economic narrative the middle class tells about itself through its responses to the Pew 

Research survey is consistent with the story told by government economic and demographic 

trend data. For the half century following World War II, American families enjoyed rising 

prosperity in every decade—a streak that ended in the decade from 2000 to 2010, when 

inflation-adjusted family income fell for the middle income as well as for all other income 

groups, according to U.S. Census Bureau data.6  

A Pew Research Center analysis of long-term census data also finds that those in the upper-

income tier now take in a much larger share of U.S. aggregate household income than they did 

four decades ago, while those in the middle tier take in a much lower share. (For the purpose of 

this analysis, the middle tier is defined as those living in households with an annual income  

                                    
6 Due to data limitations, this set of trend data tracks income for families (related people living in the same housing unit), while 

most other data analyzed in this report is based on income for households (all people living in the same housing unit). For an 

explanation, see page 58.  

Average Annual Change in Mean Family Income, 1950-2010,  

by Quintile and for the Top 5 Percent  

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Income Tables, Table F-3 for 1966 to 2010, and derived from Tables F-2 and F-7 for 1950 
to 1965. Downloaded from http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families/ on July 11, 2012 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families/
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that is 67% to 200% of the national median; the upper tier is made up of those in households 

above the 200% threshold, and the lower tier is made up of those below the 67% threshold.)  

 

The Pew Research analysis finds that upper-income households accounted for 46% of U.S. 

aggregate household income in 2010, compared with 29% in 1970. Middle-income households 

claimed 45% of aggregate income in 2010, compared with 62% in 1970. Lower-income 

households had 9% of aggregate income in 2010 and 10% in 1970.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Percentage Distribution of U.S. Aggregate Household Income, by Income 

Tier, 1970-2010  

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted income in the calendar year prior to the survey 
year (e.g., 2010 income is reported in the 2011 survey). Their unadjusted incomes are then totaled to compute the share of an 
income group in U.S. aggregate household income. Percentages in each year may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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These shifts result from two trends: larger 

income gains for upper-income households 

than for others and a decline in the share of 

adults who live in middle-income households. 

From 1970 to 2010, median incomes rose 43% 

for upper-income households, 34% for middle-

income households and 29% for lower-income 

households. Over the same four decades, the 

share of the adult population living in upper-

income households rose to 20% from 14%; for 

middle-income households, it fell to 51% from 

61%; and for lower-income households, it rose 

to 29% from 25%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Percentage Distribution of Adults 

by Income Category, 1971-2011 

 

Note: Adults are assigned to income categories based on 
their size-adjusted household income in the calendar year 
prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is from the 2011 
survey). 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current 
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic 
Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Winners and Losers 
 

Even as the share of 

Americans in the middle has 

declined, the income status 

has improved for some 

demographic groups and 

deteriorated for others. This 

report classified groups into 

winners and losers by 

comparing changes over time 

in their shares in the upper- 

and lower-income tiers.  
 

From 2001 to 2011, there 

were distinct differences by 

age: Adults ages 65 and older 

were the greatest winners, 

while other age groups were 

economic losers. The 

widowed and currently 

married were winners, while 

those who never married or 

who were divorced or 

separated were economic 

losers. Age helps explain 

some differences by marital 

status. Widowed and 

currently married adults 

tend to be older than those 

who never married. Adults 

with only a high school 

diploma were among the 

groups that lost the most 

ground, although college 

graduates also experienced a 

small loss.  

 

Winners and Losers, 2001-2011: 

Change in Income Status for Assorted Adult 

Groups 

 

Notes: The data shown are the change since 2001 in a group's percentage in the 
upper-income category minus the change since 2001 in a group's percentage in the 
lower-income category. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks and Asians and 
Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. “Married” includes 
“married, spouse present,” but not “married, spouse absent.” 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 2001-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  



13 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

$10,963 

$13,319 

$18,421 

$17,345 

$10,151 

$91,056 

$90,846 

$129,582 

$152,950 

$93,150 

$307,134 

$326,851 

$569,905 

$693,265 

$574,788 

1983 

1992 

2001 

2007 

2010 

Upper income Middle income Lower income 

Over the longer term—1971 to 2011—older adults fared better than younger ones, married 

adults fared better than the unmarried, and college-educated adults fared better than those 

with less education.  

 

Wealth, Assets and Debt 

 

The net worth of middle-

income families—that is, the 

sum of assets minus debts—

also took a hit during the 

past decade, according to 

data for 2001 to 2010 from 

the Federal Reserve’s Survey 

of Consumer Finances. 

Median net worth fell 28%, 

to $93,150, erasing two 

decades of gains.  

 

Wealth of middle-income 

families had been unchanged 

from 1983 to 1992, then grew 

sharply—by 43%—from 1992 

to 2001, and continued to 

grow in the 2001-2007 

period, by 18%. Net worth of 

middle-income families 

dropped 39% in the later 

years of the decade as the 

housing market crash and 

Great Recession wiped out 

the previous advances. Over the 1983 to 2010 period, only upper-income families registered 

strong increases in wealth. 

 

Breaking apart the two components of net worth—assets and liabilities—the value of assets 

grew more than the level of debt in dollar terms from 1983 to 2001 and from 2001 to 2007 for 

all families and for middle-income families. For middle-income families, though, the rate of 

increase in debt was larger than the rate of increase in assets during both periods. From 2007 

Median Net Worth of Lower-, Middle- and  

Upper-Income Families, 1983-2010 

In 2011 dollars 

 

Notes: Median net worth is the difference between the assets owned and liabilities 
held by a family. Families are assigned to income categories based on their size-
adjusted family income. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 
1983-2010 
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to 2010, mean debt level for middle-income families fell 11%, or $11,040, but the value of their 

assets fell even more, by 19%, or $75,621. 

 

One reason that upper-income families fared better than others is that they are less dependent 

on home equity, which has been the main source of declines in wealth since 2006. Home 

equity accounted for at most 24% of the mean assets of upper-income families from 1983 to 

2010, compared with at least 40% of the assets of middle-income families during the same 

period. 

 

About the Authors 

 

This report was edited by Paul Taylor, executive vice president of the Pew Research Center and 

director of its Social & Demographic Trends project, who also co-wrote Chapter 1. Senior editor 

Rich Morin led the team that drafted the questionnaire; he also co-wrote Chapter 3 with 

research assistant Eileen Patten and wrote Chapter 5. Senior writer D’Vera Cohn co-wrote 

Chapter 1 and wrote Chapter 2; senior researcher Cary Funk wrote Chapter 4. Chapters 6 and 7 

were written by associate director for research Rakesh Kochhar and senior research associate 

Richard Fry. Research assistant Seth Motel and Patten helped with the preparation of charts, 

and Patten formatted the final report. Patten and Motel also numbers-checked the report. 

Social & Demographics Trend project associate director Kim Parker and research associate 

Wendy Wang assisted on all aspects of the research project. 

 

About the Report 

 

The remainder of this report is organized as follows: Chapter 2 provides a detailed 

demographic profile of those who described themselves as middle class in the Pew Research 

survey. Chapter 3 reports how well middle-class Americans say they have fared financially in 

the past decade. Chapter 4 examines social mobility, including whether middle-class 

Americans believe they have done better or worse in life than their parents, their expectations 

for their children, and asks Americans how much money is needed to lead a middle-class life. 

Chapter 5 examines the politics of the middle class, including their judgments about the 

political parties and presidential candidates on matters related to the middle class. Chapter 6 

uses an income-based definition of the middle tier derived from U.S. Census Bureau data to 

analyze economic and demographic trends over the past 60 years, with a special focus on the 

past decade. Chapter 7 also uses government data to conduct a detailed analysis of trends in 

both wealth and income from 1983 to 2011, with a special focus on the decline in wealth since 

2007 among different income groups.  
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Notes on Terminology 

 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics.  

 

Education: “High school or less” refers to those who either did not finish high school or who 

graduated high school (with a regular diploma or its equivalent, such as a GED) but did not 

obtain any college education. The educational level “some college” refers to those who do not 

have a four-year college degree, but have completed some college credits, including those who 

received associate degrees. “College graduate” refers to anyone with at least a bachelor’s 

degree, including those with a graduate or professional degree.  

  

Net Worth: The difference between the value of assets owned by a household (such as home, 

stocks and savings accounts) and its liabilities (such as mortgages, credit card debt and loans 

for education). The terms “net worth” and “wealth” are used interchangeably in this report. 

 

Income Tiers: Analysis based on census data refers to lower-, middle- and upper-income 

groups, or tiers. Using income as the criterion, the middle tier is defined as those living in 

households with an annual income that is two-thirds to double (67% to 200%) the national 

median; the upper tier is made up of those in households above the 200% threshold, and the 

lower tier is made up of those below the 67% threshold. The assignment of a household to a 

tier depends on what its income expressed in 2011 dollars is estimated to be after it is scaled to 

a three-person household (see Appendix 2 for details on the adjustment process). 

 

Social Classes: In survey-based analysis, assignment into the lower, middle or upper classes 

is based on a respondent’s answer to the following question: “If you were asked to use one of 

these commonly used names for the social classes, which would you say you belong in? The 

upper class, upper-middle class, middle class, lower-middle class or lower class?” Respondents 

who say they are upper or upper-middle are combined into a single “upper-class” category; 

respondents who say they are lower or lower-middle are combined into a single “lower-class” 

category. The size of the middle group, whether based on household income in 2010 or based 

on self-described class in the 2012 survey, turns out to be nearly identical. 
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CHAPTER 2: MIDDLE-CLASS DEMOGRAPHICS 

 

Asked to place themselves on a five-step 

socioeconomic ladder, about half of Americans 

(49%) say they are in the middle, according to 

the Pew Research survey. In a similar survey 

taken in 2008, 53% of adults placed 

themselves in the middle class. 

 

An additional 17% of the public places itself in 

the upper or upper middle class, and nearly a 

third—32%—in the lower or lower middle 

class.7 Both proportions have changed since a 

Pew Research Center survey conducted in early 

2008, after the Great Recession began in 

December 2007 but before its impact was 

widely felt. The share of the public placing 

itself in the upper class has declined from 21% 

since 2008, while the lower-class share rose 

from 25%.  

 

The share of adults who identify themselves as 

middle class varies by age but shows little 

difference by race or Hispanic origin. Analyzed 

by other characteristics, responses do not vary 

by educational attainment, but they do vary by 

gender, marital status and citizenship. 

 

  

                                    
7 In this report, respondents who say they are “upper” or “upper middle” are combined into a single “upper-class” category, and 

those who say they are “lower middle” or “lower” are combined into a single “lower-class” category. 

Who Is and Isn’t Middle Class? 

% who say they are … 

 
Upper 
class 

Middle 
class 

Lower 
class 

All adults 17 49 32 
    
Male 19 46 34 
Female 15 53 31 
    
White 17 51 31 
Black 17 48 33 
Hispanic 12 47 40 
    
18-29 18 42 39 
30-49 16 48 35 
50-64 19 48 32 
65 and older 15 63 20 
    
College grad 31 51 17 
Some college 14 49 36 
H.S. or less 9 49 41 
    
$100,000 and up 48 46 6 
$50,000-$99,999 17 65 18 
$30,000-$49,999 6 51 43 
Under $30,000 6 35 57 
    
Citizen 17 50 31 
Non-citizen 13 39 47 

Notes: Based on full sample, n=2,508. “Upper class” 
includes those who identify as upper or upper-middle class; 
“lower class” includes those who identify as lower or lower-
middle class. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. “Don’t know/Refused” responses 
not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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49 

32 
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Upper class 

Middle class 

Lower class 

2012 2008 

Age Groups 

 

The oldest adults are more likely to identify themselves as middle class than are adults younger 

than age 65. Among adults ages 65 and older, 63% describe themselves as middle class, 

compared with 48% of adults ages 30 to 49 and 50 to 64. Among young adults, ages 18 to 29, 

42% call themselves middle class. 

 

Young adults are the only age 

group less likely to describe 

themselves as middle class 

now than in 2008, when 54% 

did. These young adults also 

are more likely to place 

themselves in the lower class 

in 2012 (39%) than in 2008 

(25%). In fact, the share of 

young adults who self-

identify as lower class is 

statistically no different from 

the share who identify as 

middle class, while in 2008, 

the middle-class proportion 

was double that of the lower 

class. 

 

Race and Hispanic Origin 

 

By race and Hispanic origin, there is little variation in the proportion of Americans who say 

they are middle class, or who said so in 2008. However, Hispanics (40%) are more likely than 

whites (31%) to call themselves lower class. Whites (17%) are more likely than Hispanics (12%) 

to self-describe as upper class.  

 

The share of Americans who say they are lower class has risen since 2008 for both whites 

(when it was 23%) and Hispanics (30%), but is unchanged for black adults (33%). Because of 

the rising tendency of whites to call themselves lower class, there is no difference today in the 

share of whites and blacks who identify themselves as lower class. In 2008, a higher share of 

black adults than white adults identified as lower class. 

 

Smaller Share of Americans Now Call 

Themselves Middle Class 

% who say they are …  

 

Notes: Based on full sample, n=2,508. “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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The share of whites who say they are upper class, 17%, has declined from 23% in 2008. 

Furthermore, the share of whites who include themselves in the upper class is now equal to the 

share of blacks who do; in 2008, there was a higher share of self-described upper-class whites. 

 

Gender, Marital Status, Education, Income 

 

According to the Pew Research survey, in 2012, a higher share of women (53%) than men 

(46%) place themselves in the middle class. In 2008, there was no difference in the share of 

men (51%) and women (54%) who called themselves middle class.  

 

The share of both men and women who identify themselves as middle class appears to have 

declined since 2008, though the change is statistically significant only for men. However, both 

genders are now more likely to describe themselves as lower class. For men the share who self-

describe as lower class rose to 34% in 2012 from 25% in 2008; for women, it rose to 31% in 

2012 from 24% in 2008. The share of men and women who call themselves upper class 

appears to have declined since 2008, but the change is statistically significant only for women. 

 

Married adults (55%) are more likely to identify themselves as middle class than are unmarried 

adults (44%). This is true for each subgroup of unmarried adults—those who are living with a 

partner (40%); separated, divorced or widowed (46%) or never married (43%). 

 

There are few differences by educational attainment when it comes to Americans’ self-

description as middle class. However, 31% of college-educated Americans call themselves 

upper class, compared with less than 11% among those who did not attend or complete college. 

At the other end of the scale, 39% of those who did not attend or graduate from college 

describe themselves as lower class, compared with 17% of college graduates. 

 

Among those with family incomes from $50,000 to $99,999 a year, 65% place themselves in 

the middle class; so do 51% of people in households with annual incomes of $30,000 to 

$49,999.  

 

However, the appeal of self-identifying with the middle class is such that even 46% of those 

with family incomes of $100,000 or more say they are middle class, as do 35% of Americans 

with family incomes under $30,000. 

 

Looked at by immigrant generation, there is not a statistically significant difference in the 

share of adults identifying as lower, middle or upper class among those born in the U.S. 
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compared with those born abroad. However, citizenship is a dividing line: Half of citizens say 

they are middle class, compared with only 39% of non-citizens. 

 

Comparing Survey and Census Data 

 

How do these survey results square with Census Bureau data analyzed elsewhere in this 

report? The share of adults who self-identify as middle class in the survey is about equal to the 

share of adults living in households defined as middle income using census data (with a size-

adjusted household income that is two-thirds to double the overall median size-adjusted 

household income). Based on Census Bureau data, the share of all households that are middle 

income declined in the decade from 2001 (54%) to 2011 (51%).8 Based on data from the Pew 

Research surveys, there was a decline of four percentage points between 2008 and 2012 in the 

share of adults who define themselves as middle class. 

 

 

 

                                    
8 Adults are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted household income in the calendar year prior to the survey 

year (e.g., 2010 income is from 2011 data).  
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CHAPTER 3: MIDDLE-CLASS ECONOMICS 

 

Over the past decade, the Great Recession, a 

housing market collapse, an unemployment 

surge and an anemic recovery have squeezed 

the middle class. An overwhelming majority of 

middle-class Americans (85%) say it is more 

difficult today than 10 years ago for those in 

the middle class to maintain their standard of 

living, according to a Pew Research Center 

national survey of 2,508 adults. 

 

And it’s not just the middle class that feels this 

way. Some 82% of the self-described upper 

class and 87% of those who consider 

themselves in the lower class agree that it’s 

harder today for middle-class Americans. 

 

Within the middle class, the downbeat 

assessment is shared by virtually identical 

proportions of men and women, Republicans 

and Democrats, the college-educated and those 

with a high school degree or less. However, 

there are some notable differences by race and 

age.  

 

Middle-class whites are more likely than 

middle-class blacks to say it is harder today to 

maintain a middle-class lifestyle (87% vs. 

79%). Also, those in the middle class who are 

ages 50 to 64—adults in their prime earning 

years—are more likely than those younger than 

30 (91% vs. 81%) or older than 65 (83%) to say 

that maintaining a middle-class lifestyle is 

harder now than a decade ago.  

  

 

 

Harder Today to Maintain a 

Middle-Class Lifestyle 

% of middle class who say it is … today than 10 years 

ago for members of the middle class to maintain 

their standard of living 

 

Note: *“About the same” is a volunteered category. Based 
on respondents who say they are middle class, n=1,287. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q21 

Maintaining a Middle-Class 

Lifestyle, by Race and Age 

% of middle-class adults in each group who say it is 

harder today than 10 years ago for the middle class 

to maintain their standard of living 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q21 
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Congress 

Who’s to Blame?  

 

Those who say the middle 

class faces increased 

difficulties today were asked 

how much they blame each 

of seven institutions or 

groups for the economic 

problems of the past decade. 

Congress led the list: Among 

the middle class, about six-

in-ten (62%) blame 

lawmakers “a lot” for the 

problems of the middle class. 

Somewhat smaller shares 

blame banks and financial 

institutions (54%) and large 

corporations (47%). An 

additional 39% say foreign 

competition is at fault. The 

Bush administration is held 

more accountable than the 

Obama presidency (44% vs. 

34%), the survey found.  

 

One group that the middle class does not hold responsible for its economic problems: the 

middle class itself. Only 8% say it bears “a lot” of the blame.  

 

The Demographics of Blame 

 

Different demographic groups within the middle class point the finger of blame in different 

directions. For example, men are more likely than women to blame Congress (68% vs. 58%) 

for the economic problems of the middle class. Blacks are more likely than whites to blame 

large corporations for the economic woes of the past decade (57% vs. 45%). About four-in-ten 

blacks (41%) and 34% of Hispanics say foreign competition is a major cause of these problems. 

Whites are more likely than Hispanics to say Congress is at serious fault (65% vs. 52%) for 

middle-class difficulties.  

Most in the Middle Class Blame Congress, 

Financial Institutions for Economic Woes  

Q. How much do you blame (each) for the difficulties the middle class has 

faced in the past 10 years? 

 

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class respondents who say it’s 
“more difficult” today than 10 years ago to maintain their standard of living, 
n=1,093. “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown. 
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Young middle-class adults 

are significantly less likely 

than older generations to say 

that Congress and foreign 

competition are major causes 

of economic problems of the 

middle class.  

 

Most notably, only about a 

third (35%) of 18- to 29-year-

olds in the middle class 

blame Congress “a lot” for 

these problems, compared 

with 62% of 30- to 49-year-

olds, 74% of 50- to 64-year-

olds and 68% of those 65 and 

older.  

 

Political Partisanship 

and Blame 

 

The partisan and ideological 

debates that have grown 

louder this presidential year 

echo sharply throughout 

these results.  

 

Among the middle class, 

about six-in-ten (59%) 

Democrats but only 27% of 

Republicans blame large corporations for middle-class economic difficulties—that difference of 

32 percentage points is one of the largest ones measured in any of the demographic groups 

analyzed. Democrats also are far more likely than Republicans to say banks and financial 

institutions played a major role in these problems (62% vs. 40%).  

 

But there is no significant partisan difference in views toward Congress: 58% of Republicans 

and 63% of Democrats agree that the nation’s lawmakers bear “a lot” of the blame for the 

economic troubles of the middle class over the past 10 years. If anything, political 

Allocating the Blame 

% of middle class in each group that blame … “a lot” for the difficulties the 

middle class has faced over the past decade 

 Congress 

Banks/ 
financial 

institutions 
Large 

corporations 
Foreign 

competition  

All middle class 62 54 47 39  

      

Men  68 57 46 40  

Women 58 51 47 38  

      

White 65 55 45 39  

Black  59 57 57 41  

Hispanic 52 48 50 34  

      

18-29 35 45 40 24  

30-49 62 57 50 37  

50-64 74 59 47 48  

65 and older 68 48 46 41  

      

College grad 60 62 45 31  

Some college 68 52 46 39  

H.S. or less 59 49 49 44  

      

Republican 58 40 27 37  

Democrat  63 62 59 38  

Independent 67 57 52 44  

      

Registered to vote 67 56 48 42  

Not registered 43 45 44 29  

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class respondents who say it’s 
“more difficult” today than 10 years ago to maintain a middle-class standard of 
living, n=1,093. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks include only non-
Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q21A 
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independents appear to be more critical of Congress than members of either party; two-thirds 

of independents (67%) say Congress is a major cause of middle-class problems, though the 

differences fall just short of being statistically significant. 

 

 And some potentially bad news for members 

of Congress seeking re-election: Middle-class 

registered voters are much more likely than 

those who are not registered to vote to blame 

Congress “a lot” (67% vs. 43%). 

 

The partisan gap opens up when middle-class 

Republicans and Democrats are asked how 

much they blame each of the two most recent 

presidents for the financial difficulties of the 

middle class.  

 

Two-thirds of Democrats (69%) but only 12% 

of Republicans say the Bush administration 

deserves a lot of blame for the economic 

problems the middle class has faced in the past 

10 years. The judgments reverse when the lens 

shifts to the Obama administration: More than 

six-in-ten Republicans (63%) but just 8% of 

Democrats blame the current president “a lot.” Among middle-class independents, 46% blame 

Bush and 38% blame Obama. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blaming the Presidents, by Party 

% of the middle class in each party who blame each 

president’s administration “a lot” for the difficulties 

the middle class has faced in the past decade 

 

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class 
respondents who say it’s “more difficult” today than 10 
years ago to maintain their standard of living, n=1,093. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q21A 
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The Middle Class Over Time 

 

The Pew Research survey posed a battery of 

questions designed to gauge the economic 

attitudes and experiences of middle-class 

Americans over various time periods. The 

findings are mixed. While a sizable majority of 

respondents (71%) say it is more difficult to get 

ahead today than it was 10 years ago, they are 

evenly divided when it comes to measuring 

their own personal economic progress over the 

past decade. Some 42% say they are less 

financially secure, while 44% say they are more 

secure and 12% say there has been no change.  

 

Asked about the impact of the Great Recession, 

which lasted from December 2007 to June 

2009, 42% of middle-class respondents say 

they still have not recovered financially, while 

nearly a third (32%) say they are in better 

shape now, and 23% are doing no better or 

worse than before the downturn. 

 

Asked about their experiences in the past year, 

about six-in-ten report they have had to cut 

back household spending in the past 12 

months because money was tight. Roughly 

three-in-ten in the middle class say they had 

trouble paying their bills, and 12% say they lost 

their jobs.  

 

The remainder of this chapter offers more 

detail on these and related findings. The first 

sections examine how middle-class Americans 

say they have fared financially over the past 10 

years, including how well they have bounced back from the Great Recession. The next section 

examines how Americans have fared in the past year. The final section describes how people in 

Blacks, Younger Adults Feel More 

Financially Secure Now  

% of middle-class adults in each group who are 

financially … now than they were 10 years ago 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Volunteered responses of “About the same” and 
“Don’t know/Refused” not shown. Hispanics are of any race. 
Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q22 
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the middle class judge their current financial circumstances as well as their family life, 

education and housing situations.  

 

Financial Security and Social Class 

 

The middle class divides nearly equally when asked if they are more secure financially now 

than a decade ago. Four-in-ten (42%) say they are less secure now than 10 years ago, while 

about as many (44%) say they are more sheltered from economic shocks. 

 

In terms of their financial security, different 

demographic groups within the middle class 

say they have headed in opposite directions in 

the past decade. Majorities of blacks and those 

under the age of 50 say they are more secure 

now. In contrast, older adults are more likely 

to say their sense of economic well-being has 

worsened over the past 10 years. Democrats 

are more likely to say they are more secure 

than independents (50% vs. 39%). About four-

in-ten Republicans (42%) also feel more 

protected now. 

 

According to the Pew Research survey, middle-

class blacks say that they are more financially 

secure now than they were a decade ago. 

Nearly six-in-ten (58%) say they are more 

secure today while about a third say they are 

less secure. 

 

In contrast, the experience of middle-class 

whites and Hispanics is more mixed. About 

four-in-ten whites (43%) say they are more 

secure—and 41% feel more vulnerable today. A 

similar share of Hispanics (45%) say they are 

more secure, while nearly half (48%) say they 

are less protected.  

 

Whites, Older Adults More 

Downbeat Than Others  

% of the middle class in each group who say it is 

harder today than 10 years ago to get ahead in life 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. 
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About half of all middle-class adults ages 50 

and older say they feel less financially 

protected today than a decade ago. In contrast, 

nearly six-in-ten younger adults say they are 

more secure now than they were.9  

 

Members of the middle class who are near or 

approaching retirement age are particularly 

downbeat: About half of those ages 50 to 64 

(52%) say they are less economically secure 

now than 10 years ago, while 35% feel more 

insulated from financial shocks. These sour 

views are consistent with other research. As 

earlier Pew Center reports have documented, 

these “gloomy boomers” were among the 

demographic groups hit hardest by the 

recession and housing market collapse.  

 

Education offers little or no protection from 

economic reversals, the survey suggests. About 

half of middle-class college graduates (48%) 

and 43% of those with less formal education 

say that they are more financially secure than 

they were 10 years ago.  

 

Democrats are more likely than political 

independents to say they are more financially 

protected now than they were 10 years ago 

(50% of Democrats vs. 39% of independents). 

About four-in-ten Republicans (42%) say the 

same. 

 

 

 

 

                                    
9 The results broken down by age should be interpreted cautiously. Younger adults—particularly those in their 20s—likely were 

still living with their parents, in school or just beginning their work lives 10 years ago. Similarly, many retirees were in very 

different financial circumstances a decade ago when they still were still in the labor force.  

An Elusive Recovery for Many in 

the Middle Class  

% of middle-class adults in each group who say they 

are financially … now than they were before the 

recession 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Volunteered responses of “Not applicable” and 
“Don’t know/Refused” not shown. Hispanics are of any race. 
Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics.  
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Harder to Get Ahead  

 

Seven-in-ten middle-class adults (71%) say it is harder to get ahead now than it was 10 years 

ago, an increase of nine percentage points since this question was asked in a 2008 Pew 

Research survey.10  

 

Substantial majorities of every core demographic group in the middle class say it is harder to 

get ahead today than it was a decade ago. But some notable differences between groups do 

emerge. Whites, older adults and Republicans are more likely than non-whites, those younger 

than 50 and Democrats to say that it is more difficult to advance.  

 

The racial pattern seen in other questions appears again here. Three-quarters of all middle 

class whites (75%) say it is more difficult now to move forward. In contrast, about six-in-ten 

blacks (61%) and Hispanics (62%) believe advancement is harder.  

 

Also, older middle-class adults are more negative than the younger generations. Nearly eight-

in-ten (78%) of those 50 years old and older say it is more difficult to get ahead, compared with 

65% of younger middle-class adults.  

 

Views on advancement are strongly correlated with political partisanship. About eight-in-ten 

Republicans (79%) but fewer than two-thirds of Democrats (64%) say it’s tougher now to make 

progress in life than it was a decade ago. Independents fall between the two partisan camps: 

73% of all unaligned adults say it is more difficult to move forward. 

 

But differences are either small or non-existent between other key demographic groups. 

Virtually identical proportions of men (72%) and women (70%) say it is harder to get ahead. 

And college graduates are about as likely as those with a high school education or less to 

believe that there are more roadblocks to advancement now than 10 years ago (67% vs. 72%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    
10 In Jan 2008, this question was part of a rotated pair. The other question asked if it is easier or harder for people to FALL 

BEHIND. Trend data has been filtered so that only those middle-class respondents who received GET AHEAD first in the rotation 

are shown here [n=621]. 
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In the Wake of the Great Recession 

 

The Great Recession lasted 18 months. But three years after the 

downturn officially ended, about four-in-ten (42%) middle-

class adults say they are worse off financially today than when 

the recession began in December 2007. An additional 23% say 

they are doing about as well as they were before the downturn. 

About a third report they are at least a little better off. 

The perceived pace of recovery varies among demographic 

groups. Men, whites, Republicans, and middle-aged and older 

adults are more likely than women, non-whites, Democrats and 

younger adults to say they have not yet recovered from the 

recession. 

 

About half of all middle-class men (47%) say they are not yet 

back financially to where they were before the recession. By 

comparison, about four-in-ten (39%) women say they are 

worse off now.  

 

Middle-class blacks and Hispanics are significantly more likely 

than whites to say they are doing better financially now than 

before the slowdown. About half of blacks (49%) and 43% of 

Hispanics say they are doing better, compared with only 28% of 

whites. In addition, a plurality of whites (45%) say they are 

doing worse, compared with 28% of blacks and 39% of 

Hispanics. 

 

Adults younger than 50 are twice as likely as those 50 and older 

to say they are doing better (43% vs. 20%). But this generation 

gap narrows when the focus shifts to those who say they are 

doing worse. Nearly four-in-ten middle-class adults ages 30 to 

49 (37%) say they are not doing as well as they were before the 

recession, compared with 47% of those 50 to 64 years old. 

 

Republicans and political independents say they have been the 

slowest to recover: About half (51%) of all middle-class 

Republicans say they have not fully made up their recession-era 

A Slow Recovery 

% of middle class who are in … 

now than they were before the 

recession 

 

Notes: *”No difference” is a 
volunteered category. Based on 
respondents who say they are middle 
class, n=1,287. Volunteered 
responses of “Not applicable” and 
“Don’t know/Refused” shown but not 
labeled. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q19 

Recovering From the 

Great Recession 

% of middle-class adults who say 

it will take them this many 

additional years to recover from 

the recession 

 

Note: Based on subsample of self-
described middle-class respondents 
who said they were worse off now 
than before the recession, n=553.  
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losses, and nearly as many independents say the same thing (46%).  

 

In contrast, four-in-ten Democrats (40%) say they now stand on higher ground financially 

than they did before the downturn. About a third (35%) are still not fully recovered, while 23% 

say they now are in the same shape financially as they were before the recession.  

 

Among those in the middle class who say they haven’t yet recovered, about three-in-ten (29%) 

say it will take four years or less for them to get back to where they were before the recession. 

An additional 24% expect it will take five to nine years, while 19% say 10 years or more. Eight 

percent say they expect to never fully recover from the Great Recession, and an additional 20% 

say they are unsure or do not know how long it will take.  

 

Differences by Social Class 

 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Americans in the upper, middle and lower classes 

agree that maintaining a middle-class lifestyle is more difficult today than 10 years ago. But on 

other key economic questions, predictable 

differences emerge among the social classes, 

with the upper class faring better and those in 

the lower class faring worse.  

 

For example, even after the Great Recession, 

the stock market meltdown and the collapse of 

the housing market, a majority of upper-class 

adults say they are more financially secure now 

than they were a decade ago (62%). In 

contrast, 63% of lower-class adults say they are 

less financially secure now. The middle class, 

true to its name, straddles the middle—44% 

say they are more secure, while 42% say they 

are less secure.  

 

Similarly, those in the lower class say they 

were hit the hardest by the Great Recession. 

About six-in-ten (58%) say they are not yet 

back to where they were financially before the 

recession began. Among upper-class Americans, only about a third (34%) say they are worse 

off while 42% report that they are in better financial shape now.  

Class Differences in Financial 

Insecurity 

% of each class who say they currently are … than 10 

years ago 

 

Notes: Upper class, n=507; middle class, n=1,287; lower 
class, n=670. Volunteered responses of “Unsure” and “Don’t 
know/Refused” not shown. 
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Belief in the American Dream Shaken but Still 

Standing 

 

The “lost decade” has shaken but not shattered the public’s 

belief that anyone can get ahead with hard work and 

determination. 

 

More than six-in-ten adults (63%), including 67% of the middle 

class, agree that “most people can get ahead if they are willing 

to work hard,” while about a third (34%) believe that “hard 

work and determination are no guarantee of success.” 

 

However, substantial differences by social class exist. Among 

those in the lower class, only about half say hard work and 

determination bring success, while roughly as many (45%) 

disagree. Many more in the upper class (71%) and middle class 

(67%) express confidence that persistence and effort eventually 

pay off.  

 

 This question has been asked 10 times in Pew 

Research surveys since 1994, when 68% agreed 

that hard work would bring success. The 

percentage peaked in 1999 when about three-

quarters (74%) offered the affirmative view. 

 

The next 10 years were marked by an erratic 

but generally downward drift in this measure, 

which bottomed out in December 2011, when 

58% agreed that hard work would be rewarded 

and 40% disagreed. While the current five-

point uptick since the December survey is a 

statistically significant increase in positive 

responses, it is too soon to tell whether this 

marks the beginning of an upward trend. 

 

 

 

Most Still Say Hard 

Work Is Rewarded 

% who say… 

 

Notes: Based on full sample, 
n=2,508. Volunteered responses of 
“Neither/Both equally” and “Don’t 
know/Refused” shown but not labeled. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q11 

Fewer Say Hard Work Brings 

Success Now Than a Decade Ago 

% who agree that “Most people who want to get 

ahead can make it if they’re willing to work hard.” 

 

Source: Pew Research Center surveys. Sample sizes vary.  
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Experiences Over the Past Year 

 

Though the Great Recession officially ended in 

June 2009, the middle class has still 

experienced economic hardships over the past 

year. About six-in-ten middle-class adults 

(62%) say they had to cut back household 

spending in the past year because money was 

tight. Three-in-ten (29%) had trouble paying 

their bills. Just under two-in-ten had trouble 

getting or paying for medical care for 

themselves or someone in their family (18%), 

and a similar share had trouble paying their 

rent or mortgage (16%). And fully 12% have 

been laid off or lost their job in the past year.  

 

In a January 2008 Pew Research survey, a 

smaller share of the middle class said they had 

cut back spending during the previous year. 

Fully 53% said they had to cut back spending 

in the year preceding January 2008, while in 

the current survey, 62% said so about the year 

preceding July 2012. However, on other 

measures of economic stress tested in this 

battery of questions—inability to pay for 

medical care; job loss; trouble paying for 

housing—the share of middle-class 

respondents reporting problems has not risen 

significantly over the past four years.11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    
11 The item “had trouble paying your bills” was not asked in the 2008 Pew Research survey. 

The Economics of the Middle Class 

In the Past Year 

% saying the following happened to them in the past 

year 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q20 

Change in Middle-Class 

Experiences, 2008 and 2012 

% saying they had to cut back household spending in 

the past year because money was tight 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Data for 2008 are from a poll conducted by Pew 
Research Center Social & Demographic Trends, Jan. 24-Feb. 
19, 2008. 
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Middle-Class Experiences Over the Past Year 

 

The number of negative economic experiences 

over the past year varies among different 

subgroups in the middle class.  

 

Middle-class adults younger than 65 are more 

likely than those ages 65 and older to have 

experienced two or more of these economic 

hardships in the past year. In contrast, those 

65 and older are less likely than all younger age 

groups to say they didn’t experience any of 

these things. 

 

Hispanics (51%) in the middle class are more 

likely than whites (32%) to say they have 

experienced two or more economic struggles. 

The black share (43%) falls in between the 

shares of whites and Hispanics. 

 

Middle-class individuals with only some 

college (47%) or who had a high school 

diploma or less (39%) were more likely than 

those with a bachelor’s degree or more (26%) 

to say that they experienced two or more of the 

economic hardships. 

 

Homeownership is also correlated with the 

number of negative economic experiences one 

had over the past year. Homeowners (30%) are 

less likely than renters (51%) to have 

encountered two or more of these hardships. 

In the measure that relates directly to housing—difficulty paying rent or mortgage over the 

past year—renters are almost three times as likely as homeowners to say this was a problem 

(29% vs. 10%).  

 

 

Who’s Hurting in the Middle Class? 

% of middle class who experienced … problems in the 

past year 

 Zero One  
Two or 
more 

All 33 30 37 

    

Men 33 31 36 

Women 32 30 38 

    

18-29 27 26 47 

30-49 28 32 40 

50-64 33 29 39 

65 and older 44 34 22 

    

White 36 32 32 

Black 35 23 43 

Hispanic 21 28 51 

    

College grad 37 38 26 

Some college 30 23 47 

H.S. or less 31 30 39 

    

Owns home  36 34 30 

Rents home 25 24 51 

    

Married 34 35 30 

Unmarried 31 24 45 

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class 
respondents who answered all five questions in the index, 
n=1,267. “Unmarried” includes those who have never been 
married or are living with a partner, divorced, separated or 
widowed. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics.  
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These negative economic experiences are 

correlated with the happiness and stress level 

of the middle class. Those who reported two or 

more economic problems in the past year are 

less likely to say they are “very happy” these 

days (21%) than those who had only one 

economic problem (34%) or no economic 

problems (43%).  

 

And the number of economic problems is also 

related to the level of stress in one’s daily life. 

Those who had no economic problems in the 

past year are the least likely to say they 

experience stress frequently in their daily lives 

(22%). Those who experienced two or more 

economic hardships are the most likely to be 

frequently stressed (53%).  

 

Experiences of the Lower, Middle 

and Upper Classes 

 

Not surprisingly, there are large differences in each of these economic hardships across the 

three class groups, with the upper class significantly less likely than the middle class to have 

experienced them over the past year and the lower class being significantly more likely.  

 

Among the largest differences between the upper and middle classes is the share that had to 

cut back household spending over the past year because money was tight: 62% of middle-class 

adults had to do so, compared with only 41% of upper-class adults (a difference of 21 

percentage points). Fully 84% of the lower class had to do this. 

 

Overall, the gaps in experiences between the middle and the lower class are larger than the 

gaps between the upper and the middle class. Among the largest gaps between the lower and 

the middle class is the share that had trouble paying bills over the past year. Nearly two-thirds 

of the lower class (64%) experienced this problem, while only about three-in-ten (29%) of the 

middle class and 13% of the upper class say the same.  

 

While 45% of lower-class adults had trouble getting medical care for themselves or their 

family, only 18% of middle-class adults and 11% of upper-class adults say the same. The shares 

How Are These Experiences 

Affecting the Middle Class? 

% of middle-class adults who experienced the 

following number of problems in the past year who 

are … 

 

Notes: Based on subsample of self-described middle-class 
respondents who answered all five questions in the index, 
n=1,267. Questions: “Generally, how would you say things 
are these days in your life—would you say that you are very 
happy, pretty happy or not too happy?” and “In general, 
how often do you experience stress in your daily life—never, 
rarely, sometimes or frequently?”  
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that had trouble paying rent or mortgage 

follow a similar pattern: 45% of the lower class 

experienced this problem, compared with a 

much lower share of the middle class (16%) or 

the upper class (7%).  

 

One-quarter of those who say they are in the 

lower class (25%) say they have been laid off or 

lost their job over the past year. This compares 

with only 12% of the middle class and 7% of the 

upper class.  

 

Another way of looking at these items is by 

compiling the number of bad economic 

experiences over the past year into an index. 

One-third of middle-class adults (33%) didn’t 

have any of these economic problems in the 

past year, compared with about half of upper-

class adults (54%) and 11% of lower-class 

adults. 

 

Among the middle class, three-in-ten (30%) 

report exactly one negative economic 

experience in the past year, about a quarter (27%) say they experienced two or three, and one-

in-ten (10%) experienced four or more.  

 

Among the upper class, the share that experienced just one of these economic hardships (28%) 

is about equal to that of the middle class, but the shares that experienced two or three of them 

(14%) or four or more (3%) are significantly lower than the middle class. 

 

Among the lower class, the story is reversed. The share of the lower class that says they 

experienced only one of these economic hardships (15%) is smaller than either the middle or 

the upper class. But the shares who experienced two or three (40%) or four or more (34%) are 

significantly larger.  

 

 

 

 

Experiences in the Past Year, by 

Social Class 

% of each group saying the following happened to 

them in the past year 

 
Upper 
class 

Middle 
class 

Lower 
class 

Had to cut back spending 
because money was tight 41 62 84 

Had trouble paying bills 13 29 64 

Had trouble getting medical 
care for self/family 11 18 45 

Had problems paying rent 
or mortgage 7 16 45 

Been laid off or lost job 7 12 25 

    

Problems experienced in the past year: 

None 54 33 11 

One 28 30 15 

Two or three 14 27 40 

Four or more 3 10 34 

    

Mean 0.8 1.4 2.6 

Notes: Numbers of experiences and “Mean” are based on 
subsample of self-described middle-class respondents who 
answered all five questions in the index, n=2,468. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q20 



35 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

78 

67 

61 

32 

Family life 

Present housing 
situation 

Personal financial 
situation 

Education 

49 

32 

13 

Upper class 
 

Lower class 
 

Middle class 
 

How Satisfied Is the Middle Class? 

 

Given the struggles many have faced over the past year, it may not come as a surprise that a 

relatively low share of middle-class adults are satisfied with their personal financial situation. 

Only about one-third of people in the middle class (32%) say they are “very satisfied” with their 

personal financial situation, 40% say they are “somewhat satisfied,” and about one-quarter say 

they are “very” (10%) or “somewhat” (16%) dissatisfied. In other aspects of their lives, however, 

the middle class is much more upbeat.  

 

For example, roughly three-quarters (78%) say 

they are very satisfied with their family life, 

16% say they are somewhat satisfied, and only 

5% say they are either very or somewhat 

dissatisfied with their family life.  

 

Two-thirds of middle-class adults (67%) are 

very satisfied with their present housing 

situation. An additional 23% say they are 

somewhat satisfied, and about one-in-ten (9%) 

say they are either very or somewhat 

dissatisfied with their home.  

 

When it comes to their education, six-in-ten 

people in the middle class (61%) are very 

satisfied, three-in-ten (28%) are somewhat 

satisfied, and only 9% are very or somewhat 

dissatisfied with their education 

 

The three social classes follow a clear pattern 

in their overall satisfaction across all these 

measures, with the upper class rating their 

satisfaction the highest, followed by the middle 

and then the lower class. This is true of the 

share saying they are very satisfied with their 

family life, present housing situation and 

education. The largest gaps among the three 

classes occur in satisfaction with their personal 

financial situations.  

Ranking the Satisfaction of the 

Middle Class 

% of the middle class saying they are “very satisfied” 

with their … 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q2 

Satisfaction with Finances, by 

Class 

% saying they are “very satisfied” with their personal 

financial situation 
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Half of those in the upper class (49%) say they are “very satisfied” with their personal financial 

situation, compared with only one-third of those in the middle class (32%). The lower class 

falls well behind the middle class, with only 13% saying they are very satisfied with their 

finances.  

 

Who’s Satisfied in the Middle Class? 

 

When it comes to family life, every major 

demographic group within the middle class has 

high levels of satisfaction. Overall, 78% of the 

middle-class adults are “very satisfied” with 

their family life. Satisfaction is not significantly 

different between men and women or among 

whites, blacks and Hispanics. However, there 

are some groups who rate their satisfaction 

with family life higher than others. 

 

Middle-class adults in the prime ages for 

marriage and childbirth are happier than both 

younger and older adults. Those ages 25 to 34 

(86%) and ages 35 to 49 (83%) are significantly 

more likely to say they are very satisfied with 

their family life than are adults ages 18 to 24 

(69%) and adults ages 50 and older (74%).  

 

Along these same lines, married people in the 

middle class are more likely than unmarried 

people to be very satisfied with their family life 

(84% vs. 69%), and people with children 

younger than 18 are more likely to be very 

satisfied than those who don’t have young 

children (84% vs. 75%). 

 

Among married people in the middle class, 

there is no difference in terms of family 

satisfaction between families in which one 

spouse in employed (85%) and those in which 

both spouses are employed (86%).  

Who’s Satisfied With Family Life? 

% of the middle class saying they are “very satisfied” 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. “Unmarried” includes those who have never been 
married or are living with a partner, divorced, separated or 
widowed. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. 
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But among parents with young children, marital status appears to play a key role in one’s 

satisfaction with family life. Almost all married parents with young children (91%) are very 

satisfied with their family lives, compared with only 68% of unmarried parents with young 

children. 

 

Satisfaction with Housing 

 

When asked about satisfaction with their 

present housing situation, two-thirds of the 

middle class (67%) say they are very satisfied. 

 

Responses to this question vary significantly by 

whether one is a homeowner or renter. About 

three-quarters of those who own their home 

(77%) are “very satisfied” with their present 

housing situation, compared with just 46% of 

renters. 

 

Also, adults younger than 35 are less satisfied 

than older adults with their present housing 

situation. Only about six-in-ten adults ages 18 

to 34 (58%) are very satisfied with their 

housing situation, compared with 70% of 

adults ages 35 and older.  

 

Whites in the middle class (72%) are more 

likely than blacks (61%) or Hispanics (49%) to 

be very satisfied with their current housing 

situation.  

 

Those who live in rural areas (82%) are more 

likely than those in suburban (66%) or urban 

(62%) areas to be very satisfied with their 

housing situation.  

 

Marital status is also related to home 

satisfaction. A greater share of those who are 

married (74%) than those who are unmarried 

Who’s Satisfied With Their 

Housing Situation? 

% of the middle class saying they are “very satisfied” 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. “Unmarried” includes those who have never been 
married or are living with a partner, divorced, separated or 
widowed. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics.  
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(59%) are very satisfied. But there are no significant differences between those with young 

children (63%) and those without children (69%).  

 

The different levels of housing satisfaction across many of these groups appear to be related to 

their levels of homeownership, as owning one’s home was among the strongest indicators of 

satisfaction. For example, roughly seven-in-ten whites in the middle class (73%) are 

homeowners, compared with only 49% of blacks and 39% of Hispanics. And the 

homeownership rate among married people (86%) is about double the rate among unmarried 

people (41%). 

 

But homeownership rates are not the only factor at play. Even though middle-class people in 

rural areas are more satisfied than those in suburban areas, their homeownership rates are 

roughly equal (74% of people in rural areas and 70% of those in suburban areas are 

homeowners). And those in the suburbs and urban areas have equal levels of satisfaction, even 

though urbanites have a lower homeownership rate (55%). Furthermore, the difference in 

homeownership rates among those who have children (76%) and those who do not (36%) does 

not result in differing levels of satisfaction in one’s present housing situation. 

 

Satisfaction with Education 

 

Overall, 61% of middle-class adults are “very 

satisfied” with their education, including 85% 

of those with at least a bachelor’s degree. This 

compares with about half (54%) of those with 

some college or a two-year associate degree 

and48% of those with a high school diploma or 

less.  

 

There are few to no differences in satisfaction 

with education in the middle class based on 

gender, age or marital status. But in terms of 

race, whites (63%) are more likely to be very 

satisfied with their education than Hispanics 

(51%). This is not surprising, given that 

middle-class whites (34%) are almost three 

times as likely as middle-class Hispanics (12%) 

to have a college education.  

 

Who’s Satisfied With Their 

Education? 

% of middle-class adults saying they are “very 

satisfied” 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. 
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Satisfaction with Finances 

 

Satisfaction with one’s personal financial 

situation ranks the lowest among the four 

measures. Only 32% of the middle class is 

“very satisfied” with their finances.  

 

There are very few demographic differences in 

satisfaction with personal financial situation 

among the middle class. 

 

Only one major demographic—

homeownership—is related to satisfaction with 

finances. Among homeowners, 36% say they 

are very satisfied with their personal financial 

situation, compared with 25% of renters. 

 

Satisfaction with finances is more concretely 

tied to evaluations of one’s financial growth 

over time. 

 

Among those in the middle class who feel their 

personal financial situation is more secure or 

about the same as it was 10 years ago, 44% 

now say they are “very satisfied” with their 

personal financial situation. Among those who 

feel less secure than 10 years ago, only 17% are 

very satisfied with their finances today. 
  

Who’s Satisfied With Their 

Personal Financial Situation? 

% of middle-class adults saying they are “very 

satisfied” 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. “Unmarried” includes those who have never been 
married or are living with a partner, divorced, separated or 
widowed. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics.  
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CHAPTER 4: MIDDLE-CLASS MOBILITY 

 

A majority of middle-class adults say they have a better standard of living now than their 

parents had at the same stage of life, and a plurality say they expect their own children’s 

standard of living to eventually surpass their own. However, a somewhat smaller share holds 

these views now than in early 2008, when the national economy went into a tailspin from 

which it hasn’t fully recovered.  

 

Middle-class adults also mark their long-term economic progress not just by comparing their 

own lifestyles with that of their parents, but by comparing the socio-economic class they place 

themselves in now with the class they placed themselves in when they were growing up. On 

this measure, too, the survey findings are broadly upbeat. Many more say they grew up in the 

lower-middle or lower class (40%) than say they grew up in the upper-middle or upper class 

(16%); 44% say they grew up in the middle class.  

 

Among middle-class adults, there are notable differences by race, age and partisanship in these 

judgments about long-term economic mobility.  

 

Middle-class blacks and Hispanics stand out from whites in their sense of progress compared 

with the standard of living of their parents and in their optimism for the future.  

 

But some of the groups that have lost the most ground relative to their upbringing are also 

strikingly optimistic about the future. For example, younger adults (ages 18 to 29) are more 

likely than older adults (especially those ages 65 and older) to have moved down the social 

class ladder, but they are also more optimistic about their children’s ability to surpass their 

own standard of living down the road. In addition, younger adults are more optimistic than 

older adults of traditional working age (ages 30 to 64) about their future standard of living.  

 

Party identification is also related to optimism about the future. Middle-class Democrats are 

more optimistic about their children’s future standard of living than are Republicans. And 

middle-class Democrats still within traditional working years (ages 18 to 64) are more upbeat 

than their Republican counterparts that their own standard of living will surpass that of their 

parents.  
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Still Upbeat About the Long Run, but Less So than in 2008 

 

Six-in-ten of middle-class adults consider their 

current standard of living to be better than that 

of their parents at the same stage in life, 24% 

say it is the same and 13% say their standard of 

living is worse than that of their parents at the 

same stage in life.  

 

Compared with 2008, however, fewer middle-

class adults today consider their standard of 

living to have improved relative to their 

parents’ generation. In 2008, fully two-thirds 

(67%) of those in the middle class saw 

themselves as having a better standard of 

living than their parents did at the same stage 

in life.  

 

 

  

Fewer See Rise in Standard of 

Living 

% of middle-class adults saying their standard of 

living compared with that of their parents at the 

same age is …  

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Responses of much/somewhat better and 
much/somewhat worse are combined. “Don’t know/Refused” 
responses not shown.  
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Middle-class blacks and Hispanics are more 

likely than middle-class whites to see their own 

standard of living as better than that of their 

parents at the same point in life. Half of 

middle-class blacks (50%) consider their 

standard of living to be “much better” than that 

of their parents, and 18% say it is somewhat 

better. Similarly, 48% of middle-class 

Hispanics consider their standard of living to 

be “much better” than their parents was at the 

same age, and 22% say it is somewhat better. 

Among whites, a third (33%) say their standard 

of living is much better than their parents’, and 

24% say it is somewhat better.  

 

Middle-class adults with a high school diploma 

or less are more upbeat than college graduates 

about their standard of living relative to that 

their parents held. Fully 64% of those with a 

high school diploma or less see themselves as 

better off than their parents were at this point 

in life, compared with 55% of college graduates 

and 58% of those with some college education.  

 

Middle-class urbanites are also positive overall 

about their standard of living relative to that of 

their upbringing. Two-thirds of the urban 

middle class (67%) say they are better off now 

than their parents were at the same age. This 

compares with 58% among those in the 

suburbs and about half of those in more rural 

areas (52%) who say their standard of living is 

better than that of their parents at that age.  

 

There are no substantial differences between 

middle-class men and women, or younger and older adults on this measure. Democrats are 

somewhat more likely than Republicans to see themselves as better off than their parents were 

at the same age.   

More See Sense of Progress vs. 

Parents’ Standard of Living 

% of middle-class adults saying their standard of 

living compared with that of their parents at the 

same age is … 

 Better Same Worse 

 % % % 

All middle class 60 24 13 

    

Men 58 25 15 

Women 62 24 11 

    

White 57 25 15 

Black 68 22 8 

Hispanic 70 19 10 

    

18-29 57 28 13 

30-49 60 25 13 

50-64 59 25 15 

65 and older 64 19 9 

    

College grad 55 26 17 

Some college 58 26 13 

H.S. or less 64 21 10 

    

Party identification    

Republican 55 27 13 

Democrat 64 22 12 

Independent 59 27 13 

    

Neighborhood type    

Urban 67 20 12 

Suburban 58 25 14 

Rural 52 33 11 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. Responses of much/somewhat 
better and much/somewhat worse are combined. “Don’t 
know/Refused” responses not shown.  
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Upward and Downward Mobility Over the Life Course 

 

Among middle-class adults, 44% see 

themselves as having stayed in the middle class 

over time, four-in-ten (40%) see themselves as 

having moved up (from lower class to middle 

class), and 16% see themselves as having 

moved down (from upper class to middle class) 

compared with their childhood upbringing.  

 

Middle-class adults under age 30 are especially 

likely to see themselves as downwardly mobile 

in comparison to their upbringing. A quarter 

(25%) of middle-class adults ages 18 to 29 see 

themselves as downwardly mobile, as do 18% 

of those ages 30 to 49 years; by comparison, 

14% of those ages 50 to 64 and 8% of those 

ages 65 and older see themselves as 

downwardly mobile. The age differences are 

greatest between the oldest (ages 65 and older) 

and youngest (ages 18 to 29) middle-class 

adults. More than four-in-ten of those ages 65 

and older (44%) say they have moved up the 

class ladder, compared with about three-in-ten 

(31%) of those ages 18 to 29 years.  

 

About two-in-ten middle-class adults with at 

least some college education (21%) or a college 

degree (21%) see themselves as downwardly 

mobile compared with their upbringing. By 

comparison, just one-in-ten (9%) of middle-

class adults with a high school diploma or less 

see themselves as downwardly mobile, and half 

(50%) see themselves as having stayed in the 

middle class.  

 

Middle-class whites, blacks and Hispanics are about equally likely to see themselves as 

upwardly or downwardly mobile compared with their childhood.  

Social Class: Today vs. Upbringing 

% of middle-class adults saying their social class is 

higher, lower, or the same as that of their immediate 

family while growing up 

 Moved up 
Stayed 
same 

Moved 
down 

 % % % 

All middle class 40 44 16 

    

Men 40 44 16 

Women 40 43 16 

    

White 39 44 16 

Black 44 38 15 

Hispanic 44 39 16 

    

18-29 31 43 25 

30-49 42 40 18 

50-64 40 45 14 

65 and older 44 46 8 

    

College grad 37 42 21 

Some college 43 35 21 

H.S. or less 39 50 9 

    

Party identification    

Republican 39 43 17 

Democrat 45 42 13 

Independent 37 44 18 

    

Neighborhood type    

Urban 42 40 17 

Suburban 40 45 15 

Rural 35 48 15 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. ”Don’t know/Refused” responses 
not shown.  
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Perceptions of social mobility are about the same between middle-class men and women, 

partisan groups, and neighborhood types. 

 

Where Am I Headed?  

 

Among those in the middle class who have not 

yet reached traditional retirement age (ages 18 

to 64 years), about seven-in-ten (71%) think 

they will have a better standard of living 

relative to their parents’ peak financial years, 

while 17% think they will fare worse than their 

parents and just 7% expect to fare about the 

same as their parents.  

 

Younger middle-class adults (age 18 to 29) are 

more optimistic about surpassing their 

parents’ standard of living than are older 

adults. Fully eight-in-ten (83%) of those ages 

18 to 29 expect they will have a better standard 

of living than their parents had in their peak 

financial years, compared with 71% among 

middle-class adults ages 30 to 49 and 62% 

among those ages 50 to 64 years.  

 

Middle-class blacks and Hispanics who have 

not yet reached retirement age are more 

optimistic than whites that they will surpass 

the standard of living of their parents’ peak 

financial years; a majority of all three groups 

expect to have a better standard of living than 

their parents, however.  

 

Expectations tend to vary by party 

identification. Democrats are largely optimistic 

about their future standard of living compared 

with their parents (81%); just 13% say it will be 

worse. Middle-class Republicans are less 

Optimistic About the Long View 

% of middle-class adults saying their standard of 

living compared with that of their parents during 

their peak financial years eventually … 

 
Will be 
better 

Will be 
the same 

Will be 
worse 

 % % % 

All middle class 
ages 18 to 64 71 7 17 

    

Men 73 5 18 

Women 70 9 17 

    

White 66 9 21 

Black 87 3 6 

Hispanic 81 2 15 

    

18-29 83 5 11 

30-49 71 5 20 

50-64 62 12 20 

    

College grad 69 7 21 

Some college 71 9 15 

H.S. or less 73 6 16 

    

Party identification    

Republican 55 13 30 

Democrat 81 4 13 

Independent 74 7 13 

    

Neighborhood type    

Urban 79 5 13 

Suburban 68 9 19 

Rural 64 9 24 

Notes: Based on respondents ages 18 to 64 who say they 
are middle class, n=885. Hispanics are of any race. Whites 
and blacks include only non-Hispanics. Volunteered 
responses of “Currently have a better standard of living than 
parents,” “Had a better standard of living but not now” and 
“Don’t know/Refused” not shown.  
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optimistic; 55% think their own standard of living will be better than that of their parents’ peak 

financial years, while three-in-ten think it will be worse (30%).  

 

About eight-in-ten of the urban middle class (79%) think they will have a better standard of 

living than that of their parents’ peak financial years; 68% of suburban middle-class adults and 

64% of rural middle-class adults say the same. 

 

There is no difference in expectations between middle-class men and women ages 18 to 64 on 

this measure. Similarly, there are no substantial differences in expectations among middle-

class adults ages 18 to 64 by education.  

 

Gauging the Prospects for One’s Children 

 

When it comes to the future, a plurality of 

middle-class adults think their children’s 

standard of living will be better than their own. 

Fully 43% think their children’s standard of 

living at the same stage of adult life will be 

better than their own, 21% think it will be 

about the same and 26% think their children 

will be worse off compared with their own 

standard of living.  

 

While more middle-class adults are optimistic 

than pessimistic about their children’s future 

standard of living, that rosy glow is a little less 

pink today than it was in 2008, near the start 

of the recession. In 2008, half (51%) of middle-

class adults expected their children to have a 

better standard of living (down 8 points to 43% 

today), 19% expected their children’s standard 

of living to be worse than their own (up 7 

points to 26% today) and about two-in-ten 

(21%) thought it would be about the same.  

  

Tempered Optimism for the Next 

Generation 

% of middle-class adults expecting their children’s 

standard of living compared with their own at the 

same age … 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Responses of much/somewhat better and 
much/somewhat worse are combined. Volunteered 
responses of “No children” and “Don’t know/Refused” not 
shown. 
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Hispanics and blacks are more optimistic than 

are middle-class whites about their children’s 

standard of living. About seven-in-ten middle-

class Hispanics (69%) think their children’s 

standard of living will be better than their own 

at the same age, 12% think it will be worse and 

about one-in-ten (11%) think it will be about 

the same as theirs is now. Among middle-class 

blacks, two-thirds (66%) expect their children’s 

standard of living will outpace their own, 13% 

think it will be worse and about one-in-ten 

(11%) think it will be about the same as their 

own. By contrast, a third of middle-class 

whites (34%) expect their children’s standard 

of living will exceed their own, a nearly equal 

share (31%) think their children’s standard of 

living will be worse than theirs, and 24% think 

it will be about the same.  

 

Middle-class adults under age 50 are more 

optimistic about their children’s future 

standard of living than are their older 

counterparts in the middle class. For example, 

among those ages 18 to 29, half (50%) think 

their children’s standard of living will exceed 

their own at the same point in life. Among 

those ages 65 and older, about a third (34%) 

say the same. 

 

There is a tendency for middle-class adults 

with less education to be more optimistic about 

their children’s future than others in the 

middle class. Fully 47% of those with a high 

school diploma or less think their children’s 

standard of living will surpass their own; 37% 

of college graduates say the same.  

 

Expectations for their Children’s 

Standard of Living 

% of middle-class adults expecting their children’s 

standard of living compared with their own at the 

same age … 

 
Will be 
better 

Will be 
the same 

Will be 
worse 

 % % % 

All middle class 43 21 26 

    

Men 39 19 31 

Women 46 22 22 

    

White 34 24 31 

Black 66 11 13 

Hispanic 69 11 12 

    

18-29 50 29 18 

30-49 48 17 26 

50-64 38 19 29 

65 and older 34 21 28 

    

College grad 37 24 27 

Some college 44 18 29 

H.S. or less 47 19 23 

    

Party identification    

Republican 31 23 37 

Democrat 54 21 13 

Independent 41 17 32 

    

Neighborhood type    

Urban 50 17 23 

Suburban 40 22 28 

Rural 36 25 26 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks 
include only non-Hispanics. Responses of much/somewhat 
better and much/somewhat worse are combined. 
Volunteered responses of “No children” and “Don’t 
know/Refused” not shown.  
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Middle-class Democrats are more upbeat about the next 

generation’s standard of living than are Republicans; 54% of 

Democrats compared with 31% of Republicans think their 

children’s standard of living will exceed their own. 

Independents fall in between, with 41% expecting their 

children’s standard of living will surpass their own.  

 

Middle-class urban dwellers are more upbeat about the 

financial future of their children than are those in the suburbs 

or rural areas. Half (50%) of middle-class urbanites think their 

children’s standard of living will be better than their own, 

compared with four-in-ten (40%) among the suburban middle 

class and 36% among the rural middle class.  

 

Middle-class men tend to be more pessimistic than middle-

class women about their children’s future standard of living. 

Three-in-ten middle-class men (31%) expect their children’s 

standard of living will be worse than theirs; 22% of middle-

class women say this. 

 

Costing Out a Middle-class Lifestyle 

 

The survey also asked how much annual income a family of 

four would need to lead a middle-class lifestyle. The median 

response among those who consider themselves middle class is 

$70,000, meaning that half of middle-class adults say it would 

take more than $70,000 annually and half say it would take 

less than that amount.  

 

Public estimates of how much money it takes for a family of 

four to live a middle-class lifestyle are quite close to the Pew 

Research Center’s analysis based on U.S. Census Bureau data 

that the median income for a four-person household is 

$68,274.12 

 

                                    
12 Pew Research Center estimate of 2010 calendar year income (in 2011 dollars) from the Current Population Survey, Annual 

Social and Economic Supplement, March 2011. Incomes are adjusted for household size and scaled to reflect a four-person 

household. 

What Does It Take? 

Median response to annual 

income needed for family of four 

to lead a middle-class lifestyle  

All middle class $70,000 

  

Men $70,000 

Women $70,000 

  

White $70,000 

Black $75,000 

Hispanic $50,000 

  

18-29 $70,000 

30-49 $76,000 

50-64 $75,000 

65 and older $55,000 

  

College grad $80,000 

Some college $70,000 

H.S. or less $60,000 

  

Family income  

$100,000 and up $100,000 

$50,000-$99,999 $75,000 

$30,000-$49,999 $60,000 

Less than $30,000 $40,000 

  

Neighborhood type  

Urban $70,000 

Suburban $75,000 

Rural $55,000 

  

East $85,000 

Midwest $60,000 

South $70,000 

West $70,000 

Notes: Median responses based on 
respondents who say they are middle 
class and gave an answer, n=2,141. 
Hispanics are of any race. Whites and 
blacks include only non-Hispanics.  
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As expected from the varying cost of living across the country, the annual family income seen 

as necessary for a middle-class lifestyle is a median of $85,000 in the East and $60,000 in the 

Midwest (with a median of $70,000 in both the South and the West). Similarly, the median 

among middle-class adults living in rural areas is $55,000; among suburban and urban 

dwellers it is $75,000 and $70,000, respectively.  

 

Perceptions of income needs for a middle-class lifestyle vary with race and ethnicity. Among 

middle-class Hispanics, the median annual income needed for a middle-class lifestyle is 

$50,000, compared with $70,000 among middle-class whites and $75,000 among middle-

class blacks.  

 

Older adults in the middle class (ages 65 and older) have a lower income threshold for leading 

a middle-class lifestyle.  

 

Education is also related to perceptions of income needs for a middle-class lifestyle; those who 

have more formal education tend to see higher annual incomes as necessary for a middle-class 

lifestyle compared with those who have less formal education.  

 

As expected, one’s current annual income tends to be related to perceptions of the necessary 

annual income for a middle-class lifestyle. 

 

 
  



49 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

38 

71 

52 

42 

62 

33 

Obama's policies Romney's policies 

Wealthy people Middle class Poor people 

CHAPTER 5: MIDDLE-CLASS POLITICS  

 

A somewhat larger share of middle-class adults believe that the policies of President Obama 

will help the middle class than say the same about the policies of Republican hopeful Mitt 

Romney, according to the Pew Research survey.  

 

The survey also finds a much wider gap in perceptions about which party favors the rich—62% 

of middle-class adults say Republicans do, while just 16% say Democrats do. But neither party 

is seen as being the champion of the middle 

class. Slightly more than one-third of middle-

class adults (37%) believe Democrats primarily 

favor their interests, while a smaller share 

(26%) says the same about the GOP.  

 

The survey of 2,508 adults, including 1,287 

who described themselves as members of the 

middle class, was conducted in late July. 

Interviewing for the survey ended nearly three 

weeks before Romney selected Rep. Paul Ryan 

of Wisconsin to be his running mate and a 

month before the GOP convention was to 

convene in Tampa.  

 

According to the survey, about half (52%) of 

middle-class adults say the president’s policies 

would help middle-class Americans if he is 

elected to a second term in November. When 

asked about Romney’s policies, a somewhat 

smaller share (42%) says his policies would 

help the middle class.  

 

Attitudes toward Obama and Romney among the upper and lower classes are similar to those 

of middle-class adults. About half of those in the upper class (52%) and a similar proportion of 

those in the lower class (49%) say Obama’s policies would benefit the middle class. Similar 

shares of the upper (46%) and middle class (42%) believe Romney’s politics would help 

middle-class Americans, while a smaller share of the lower class (34%) holds this view.  

 

Who Would Be Helped by 

Candidates’ Policies? 

Among middle-class adults, % saying Obama’s/ 

Romney’s policies would help … 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. 
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Attitudes on the two presidential contenders diverge when the middle class is asked to evaluate 

whether Obama and Romney’s programs would help the wealthy or the poor. Fully 71% of the 

middle class say Romney’s policies would benefit the rich, while 38% offered the same view of 

Obama’s programs. At the same time, six-in-ten middle-class adults (62%) say the president’s 

policies would help the poor, while only a third (33%) say the same about Romney’s policies.  

 

Perceptions of the Parties 

 

Judgments about Romney and Obama mirror the views of middle-class Americans toward the 

Republican and Democratic parties. 

 

According to the survey, only about a quarter to a third of the middle class says that the 

Republicans (26%) or Democrats (37%) primarily favor middle-class interests over those of the 

rich or poor. Republicans are perceived as the 

party of the rich, while the middle class is 

divided over whether the Democratic Party is 

more concerned about their needs or those of 

the poor.  

 

To examine the intersection of social class and 

politics, the Pew Research survey asked 

respondents if each of the two major political 

parties “favors the rich, favors the middle class 

or favors the poor.”  

 

Overall, the middle class was somewhat more 

likely to say that the Democratic Party rather 

than the GOP favored its interests (37% vs. 

26%).13 But about as many say the Democrats 

favor the poor (34%), and 16% believe the 

party favors the rich.  

 

At the same time about six-in-ten middle-class 

adults (62%) say the GOP favors the rich— 

                                    
13 Except where noted in the text, survey results reported in this chapter are based on the whole sample of self-described middle-

class adults and not the 82% who also said they were registered to vote. On most key questions there was little or no significant 

difference between results based on all middle-class adults and those who were registered to vote.  

Perceptions of the Parties  

% of those in the middle class who say the 

Democratic/ Republican Party favors the … 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Volunteered responses of “Don’t know/Refused” 
and “Neither/all equally” not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q25, 26 
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roughly double the 26% who say the 

Republican Party primarily favors middle-class 

Americans.  

 

The survey also found that the middle class is 

politically diverse: Roughly equal shares of 

middle-class adults identify with the 

Democratic Party (34%) or say they are 

independents (35%), while somewhat fewer 

align with the Republican Party (25%). As a 

group, middle-class adults are more likely to 

identify themselves as political conservatives 

(39%) than liberals (22%). About a third (35%) 

say they are moderates. 

 

On other political issues, the survey found that 

a majority of middle-class adults (55%) have 

no opinion when asked if they disagree or 

agree with the Tea Party movement. Only 15% 

agree with its objectives, while nearly twice as 

many disagree (27%). 

 

The remainder of this chapter examines these 

findings in more detail. The first section 

examines which political party is seen by core 

demographic groups in the middle class as 

favoring the rich, the poor and the middle 

class. The second section analyzes middle-class 

perceptions of the Tea Party movement. The 

final section examines the demographic 

characteristics of middle-class adults who 

identify with the Republican and Democratic 

parties. 

 

 

 

 

Partisan Views of the Republican 

Party … 

% of those in the middle class in each party who say 

that the Republican Party favors the … 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Volunteered responses of “Don’t know/Refused” 
and “Neither/all equally” not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q25 

… and of the Democrats 

% of middle class in each party who say that the 

Democratic Party favors the … 

 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Volunteered responses of “Don’t know/Refused” 
and “Neither/all equally” not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q26 
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Viewing the Parties through a Partisan Lens 

 

The increasingly polarized political landscape is vividly reflected in how Republicans and 

Democrats view the two parties. Members of the middle class who identify themselves as 

Republicans are more likely than Democrats to see the GOP as the party of the middle class 

and the Democrats as the party of the poor.  

 

In contrast, Democrats are much more likely to see their party representing the interests of the 

middle class and the GOP as the party of the rich. 

 

For example, more than nine-in-ten Democrats (94%) see the GOP as the party of the rich—

roughly four times the proportion of Republicans who express that view (22%). In contrast, a 

plurality of all Republicans (49%) say that the Democratic Party favors the poor, a view shared 

by 26% of Democrats. 

 

On the rich-poor divide, the views of political independents more closely align with Democrats 

on some issues but with Republicans on others. A majority of independents (63%) agree with 

the Democrats that the GOP is the party of the rich. Independents also are about as likely as 

Democrats to say the Democratic Party favors the poor (32% vs. 26%). But unlike a majority of 

Democrats, only 30% of middle-class independents say the Democratic Party favors the middle 

class.  

 

The Partisan Fight for the Middle Class 

 

Middle-class Republicans and Democrats both say their party favors the middle class. Six-in-

ten Republicans (59%) say their party represents the middle class, but only 3% of Democrats 

agree. In contrast, about six-in-ten Democrats say their party favors the middle class—roughly 

five times the proportion of Republicans who say this (64% vs. 13%). 

 

Most political independents reject both partisan claims. Only 30% of independents say the 

Democratic Party favors the middle class. At the same time, about a quarter (23%) say 

Republicans are more aligned with the middle class than with the rich or poor.  

 

Political ideology also is strongly correlated with views of the two parties. Middle-class 

conservatives divide equally: 42% say the GOP favors the rich, while an identical proportion 

say the party favors the middle class.  
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In contrast, about eight-in-ten liberals (82%) say Republicans are the party of the wealthy, but 

only 8% say the GOP champions the middle class. Views of moderates fall between those of 

conservatives and liberals: fully 72% say the GOP represents the interests of the rich, while 

20% say its primary focus is the middle class. 

 

When the lens shifts to the Democratic Party, the views of conservatives and liberals move in 

predictable directions. About half of liberals (55%), and 25% of conservatives, say the 

Democrats favor the middle 

class. The views of moderates 

again fall between those of 

liberals and conservatives: 

42% say the Democratic 

Party favors the middle class. 

 

Other demographic groups 

differ in their perceptions of 

the two parties, though in 

most instances these 

differences reflect the 

different partisan makeup of 

the groups.14 Among the 

more significant differences: 

 

Race: Middle-class whites 

are significantly less likely 

than minorities to see the 

Republican Party as favoring 

the wealthy. Roughly nine-

in-ten blacks (87%) and 69% 

of Hispanics say the GOP 

generally supports the rich, a 

view shared by 56% of all 

whites. When the focus shifts to the Democratic Party, middle-class whites and Hispanics also 

are more likely than blacks to say the Democrats favors the wealthy (18% and 19%, 

respectively, vs. 7%). 

                                    
14 For example, about nine-in-ten middle-class blacks (87%) but only 56% of whites say the GOP favors the rich, a difference of 

31 percentage points. But blacks are disproportionately Democrats, and this gap vanishes when the analysis controls for the 

respondent’s party: 95% of white Democrats and 97% of black Democrats say the Republican Party favors the wealthy. 

Views of the Republican Party 

Q. In general, do you think the Republican Party favors the rich, favors the 

middle class or favors the poor? 

 Rich Middle class Poor 
None/all 
equally  

 % % % %  

All middle class 62 26 2 5  

      

Men  58 27 2 7  

Women 64 24 2 3  

      

White 56 31 2 6  

Black 87 7 1 2  

Hispanic 69 14 7 3  

      

18-29 65 28 2 <1  

30-49 69 22 2 4  

50-64 58 27 3 6  

65 and older 52 28 3 9  

      

College grad 66 24 1 7  

Some college 62 25 2 5  

H.S. or less 58 27 4 4  

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, n=1,287. Hispanics are 
of any race. Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. “Don’t know/Refused” 
responses not shown.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q25 
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Blacks and Hispanics are significantly more likely than whites to see the Democratic Party as 

the party of the middle class. About half of all blacks (49%) and 44% of Hispanics say the 

Democrats favor the middle class, compared with 33% of whites. That pattern reverses when 

respondents are asked about the Republican Party: Whites (31%) are more likely than blacks 

(7%) or Hispanics (14%) to say Republicans favor the middle class.  

 

Middle-class Hispanics are significantly less likely than whites to say the Democrats represent 

the interests of the poor (22% vs. 38% for whites and 31% for blacks). The Republican Party is 

viewed as favoring the poor 

by a slightly larger share of 

Hispanics (7%) than whites 

(2%) or blacks (1%).  

 

Age: About two-thirds 

(68%) of middle-class adults 

younger than 50 years old 

believe the Republicans are 

the party of the rich, a view 

shared by 55% of those 50 

and older. Younger adults 

also are more likely than 

those 50 and older to say that 

the Democratic Party favors 

the middle class (42% vs. 

32%).  

 

Gender: Roughly equal 

proportions of men (58%) 

and women (64%) say the 

Republican Party favors the 

rich. The Democratic Party is 

more likely to be seen as the 

party of the rich by men 

(20%) than by women (14%). There are no statistically significant differences in the views of 

men and women on their views of which party favors the middle class.  

 

Education: Two-thirds of college graduates (66%) and 58% of adults with a high school 

degree or less say the Republicans favor the wealthy class. When respondents are asked about 

Views of the Democratic Party 

Q. In general, do you think the Democratic Party favors the rich, favors 

the middle class or favors the poor? 

 Rich Middle class Poor 
None/all 
equally  

All middle class 16% 37% 34% 5%  

      

Men  20 33 34 7  

Women 14 40 35 4  

      

White 18 33 38 5  

Black 7 49 31 8  

Hispanic 19 44 22 5  

      

18-29 17 43 34 1  

30-49 18 42 30 6  

50-64 15 32 39 7  

65 and older 16 30 35 7  

      

College grad 10 39 41 6  

Some college 11 39 36 7  

H.S. or less 25 34 28 3  

      

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, n=1,287. Hispanics are 
of any race. Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics. “Don’t know/Refused” 
responses not shown.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER Q26 
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the Democratic Party, a quarter (25%) of less well-educated respondents say the Democrats, 

favor the rich compared with just 10% of college graduates. 

 

The Tea Party 

 

Most middle-class Americans have no fixed 

view of the Tea Party, the anti-tax, anti-

government grassroots political movement 

that rose to prominence after the 2008 

elections. When asked in the survey whether 

they agreed, disagreed or had no opinion of the 

Tea Party, a majority (55%) expresses no firm 

view.  

 

Even though the Tea Party has played a crucial 

role in the Republican presidential primaries 

and other high-profile contests in recent years, 

about six-in-ten Republicans (57%) say they 

have no opinion, as do 48% of Democrats. 

 

It’s not that Americans are unaware of the Tea 

Party movement. Only 2% of those surveyed 

say they have not heard about the Tea Party.  

 

Among the 42% of the middle class who offer a 

judgment of the Tea Party movement, attitudes tilt negative. About a quarter (27%) say they 

disagree with the Tea Party, while 15% agree with it. 

 

Unsurprisingly, Republicans and political conservatives are the most positive toward the Tea 

Party, while Democrats and liberals are the most negative. About a third (32%) of Republicans 

say they agree with the Tea Party, compared with only 3% of Democrats.  

 

Among conservatives, about a quarter (25%) support the Tea Party, compared with 11% of all 

moderates and 5% of liberals. In contrast, 45% of liberals and 35% of moderates disagree with 

the Tea Party. 

 

Views of the Tea Party 

Movement 

Q. From what you know, do you agree or disagree 

with the Tea Party movement, or don’t you have an 

opinion one way or the other? 

 Agree 

 

Disagree 
No 

opinion 

 % % % 

All middle class 15 27 55 

    

Republicans 32 8 57 

Democrats 3 45 48 

Independents 15 24 59 

 

Conservatives 25 12 60 

Liberals 5 45 49 

Moderates 11 35 51 

    

Registered voter 18 30 49 

Not registered 4 17 76 

Notes: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. Percentages who had not heard of the Tea Party 
movement or refused to answer the question are not shown.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER QTEAPARTY2 
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35% 

4%* 

Conservative 

Moderate 

Liberal 

*Includes responses of "Don't know/Refused."  

25% 

34% 

35% 

6%* 
Independent 

*Includes volunteered responses of "No preference," "Other 

party" and "Don't know/Refused." 

Democrat 

Republican 

Registered voters are more likely than those who are not registered to have an opinion of the 

Tea Party. Among registered voters with views 

of the movement, 18% agree and 30% disagree. 

Only 4% of those not registered to vote agree 

with the Tea Party and 17% disagree.  

 

Party and Ideology 

 

While both parties present themselves as 

champions of the middle class, neither has 

closed the deal with a majority of the middle 

class itself.  

 

Only about a third of all middle-class adults 

identify with the Democratic Party (34%), 

while a smaller share are Republicans (25%). 

About a third (35%) say they are independents. 

These breakdowns are virtually identical to the 

partisan divisions among all adults.  

 

Among the middle class, whites are more likely 

than minorities to identify with the Republican 

Party. A third of whites (33%) but only 9% of 

Hispanics and 1% of blacks say they are 

Republicans.  

 

Minorities and particularly blacks remain 

among the Democratic Party’s most loyal 

constituencies. Fully two-thirds of all blacks 

(66%) and 41% of Hispanics identify 

themselves as Democrats, compared with 27% 

of whites.  

 

Men in the middle class are more likely than women to identify themselves as political 

independents (41% vs. 29%). At the same time, women are more likely to be Democrats (40% 

vs. 28%). About a quarter of men and women say they are Republicans.  

 

Party Identification, Ideology of 

the Middle Class 

% of middle class who identify themselves as … 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Based on respondents who say they are middle class, 
n=1,287. 
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About four-in-ten Hispanics and adults younger 

than 30 (42% for both) say they are political 

independents, compared with 28% of blacks and 

26% of those ages 65 and older.  

 

As a group, the middle class is more likely to 

identify themselves as conservatives (39%) than to 

say they are liberals (22%). An additional 35% 

identify themselves as moderates. 

 

Republicans are more likely to be conservative 

(71%) than Democrats (25%) or independents 

(33%). In contrast, Democrats are more likely to be 

liberal (35%) than Republicans (7%) or 

independents (20%).  

 

A larger share of moderates are independents or 

Democrats than identify with the Republican Party. 

About four-in-ten moderates (42%) are 

independents, and about the same share are 

Democrats (37%). In contrast, less than half those 

proportions are Republican (16%).  

 
  

The Demographics of Party 

Identification 

% of middle class in each group who identify 

themselves as … 

 

Notes: *1% of blacks identify as Republicans. Based on 
respondents who say they are middle class, n=1,287. 
Hispanics are of any race. Whites and blacks include only 
non-Hispanics. “Don’t know/Refused” responses not shown. 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER QPARTY 
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CHAPTER 6: CENSUS TRENDS FOR INCOME AND DEMOGRAPHY 
 

This chapter uses trend data from the U.S. Census Bureau to analyze changes during the 

modern era in the incomes of Americans at all levels of the economic spectrum. In the half 

century following World War II, American families could always count on rising prosperity. 

Each decade ended with family incomes higher than what they were at the start. That is no 

longer the case. Years of slow growth punctuated by two recessions left American families with 

lesser incomes and less wealth in 2010 than in 2000. 

 

This “lost decade”15 is unique in the modern 

era. It is the only decade in which real 

incomes fell for all families combined as well 

as for families in every economic stratum 

examined. The mean income of families 

overall decreased at an average annual rate 

of 0.6% in the “lost decade” (after adjusting 

for inflation).16 The mean income of families 

in the lowest income quintile fell at a rate of 

1.7% annually, and the income of families in 

the top 5% decreased at a rate of 1.1% 

annually. The decline was less steep for 

families in the middle. For all families, the 

“lost decade” did more than merely fail to 

deliver gains; it also erased some of the gains 

from the previous decade. 

 

Based on income growth, the 1950s and the 

1960s were the most beneficial decades for 

American families in post-WWII times. The 

mean income for families overall increased 

at an average annual rate of 2.9% from 1950 

to 1960. Growth was widespread across the 

economic spectrum. The mean income of families in the lowest income quintile increased at an 

annual rate of 3.7%, and the mean income of families in the top 5% increased at an annual rate 

of 2.2%. Incomes of other families increased at rates in between. 

                                    
15 The term “lost decade” was coined to describe the economic doldrums experienced in Japan during the 1990s. 
16 Estimates of family income are from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Historical Income Tables, Table F-3 for 1966 to 2010, and 

derived from Tables F-2 and F-7 for 1950 to 1965. 

Family Income, Household 
Income and Household Size 
 
This review of economic trends is based on 
Census Bureau data on both family and 
household incomes, which are slightly different 
units of analysis. A household is all persons who 
live in the same dwelling unit, while a family is 
composed of all related persons in the same 
dwelling unit. 
 
Census trends in family income are available for 
a more extended period of time and are useful 
for capturing the entire post-WWII era. Data on 
household income are available only since 1967. 
However, because household income captures 
the combined incomes of all residents of a given 
dwelling unit, it is the more commonly followed 
measure of economic well-being. 
 
In addition to changes over time in income, the 
economic well-being of Americans has been 
affected by an important demographic change—
the size of a household. Households today are 
much smaller, consisting of 2.5 persons on 
average in 2010 compared with 3.2 persons in 
1970. This means that households today, with 
almost one less person to support, can stretch a 
dollar farther than a household could in 1970. 
Ignoring the impact of this demographic change 
would understate the improvement in the 
economic circumstances of households. 
Accordingly, in this analysis we also adjust the 
incomes of households to account for changing 
household size over time. 
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Income growth accelerated in the 1960s, ranging from an annual rate of 4.9% for families in 

the lowest income quintile to 3.2% for the top 5% of families. Two recessions each in the 1970s 

and the 1980s slowed the growth in family income but did not bring it to a halt. For all families 

combined, mean income increased at an annual rate of 0.9% in the 1970s and 1.4% in the 

1980s. The one exception to general growth was in the 1980s, with families in the lowest 

income quintile experiencing a drop in their income at an average annual rate of 0.1%. 

 

The 1990s began with a recession but then delivered the longest economic expansion in 

modern U.S. economic history. Thus, income growth sped up again for families in all strata to 

an overall average annual pace of 1.9%. However, the income trends before and after 1980 had 

one significant difference: Unlike previous decades, income growth in the 1980s and 1990s 

favored the higher income brackets, and economic inequality in the U.S. rose as a 

consequence. 

 

Average Annual Change in Mean Family Income, 1950-2010,  

by Quintile and for the Top 5 Percent  

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Income Tables, Table F-3 for 1966 to 2010, and derived from Tables F-2 and F-7 for 1950 
to 1965. Downloaded from http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families/ on July 11, 2012 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families/
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Changes in Household Income 

 

More recent trends in household income echo the decadal changes discussed above. Riding the 

roller coaster of economic peaks and troughs, median household income has generally trended 

up since 1970.17 However, the Great Recession had a severe impact on incomes of American 

households. The median household income in 2010 was no higher than its level in 1997, 13 

years earlier. Absent a rapid acceleration in economic growth, it might be several years before 

household incomes return to the peaks they experienced at the turn of the century. 

 

As reported by the Census Bureau, median household income rose modestly from $45,147 in 

1970 to $46,025 in 1980.18 Incomes fell with the twin recessions in the early 1980s but 

increased sharply later in the decade, with the median level reaching $49,951 by 1990. The 

                                    
17 The median income splits the income distribution into two halves—half the households earn less than the median and half the 

households earn more. The median is preferred because it is not affected by extreme lows and highs in reported incomes. It is 

also not affected by changes in the top codes assigned to income values in the public use versions of the source data, the Current 

Population Survey. 
18 Unless otherwise noted, all income and wealth data in this report are expressed in 2011 dollars. 

Median Household Income (Not Adjusted for Household Size), 1970-2010 

In 2011 dollars  

 

Note: Periods of recession are shaded in gray. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011, Historical Income 
Tables, Table H-5. Downloaded from http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/household/ on July 11, 2012 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/household/
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1990s were also a period of economic growth overall and household incomes increased further 

to $54,842 by 2000. Ten years later, in 2010, the median income had fallen 7%, to $51,006. 

That was less than the median household income in 1997—$51,705. Over the course of the 40-

year period from 1970 to 2010, household incomes at the middle increased by 13%.  

 

Income data reported by the Census Bureau do not account for the changing size of the 

American household. The typical household in 1970 consisted of 3.2 persons, but the typical 

household in 2010 had only 2.5 persons, or 20% less. Because a smaller household can do 

more with a given dollar, the impact of this demographic change should be accounted for when 

assessing changes in the economic well-being of households. 

 

In simple terms, adjusting for household size means crediting income to households that are of 

below-average size (because their dollars go farther) and debiting income from households 

that are of above-average size (because their dollars do not go as far). The amount of income to 

credit or debit depends on the norm that is assumed for the typical size of a household. In this 

report, incomes for all households in each year are scaled to a three-person household.19 This 

adjustment has minimal impact on incomes in the early 1970s, when the average household 

consisted of three persons, but it notably raises incomes in later years.  

 

The median household income in the U.S. when adjusted for the drop in household size 

increased from $44,845 in 1970 to $59,127 in 2010. That is an increase of 32%, substantially 

greater than the increase of 13% prior to an adjustment for household size. The effect of 

adjusting for household size is most pronounced in the 1970s, a decade in which average 

household size fell from 3.2 to 2.7. As a result, household incomes in this decade are estimated 

to have increased by 12.2% instead of a mere 1.9% without adjusting for household size.  

 

Household size from 2000 to 2010 was virtually unchanged, inching down from 2.6 to 2.5. 

Thus, adjusting or not adjusting for household size has virtually no impact on income trends in 

the “lost decade.” Prior to adjustment, median household income in this decade fell by 7.0%. 

After the adjustment for household size, the drop in household income is 6.6%. The adjusted 

median household income in 2010—$59,127—is also no higher than its level 13 years earlier in 

1997—$59,194. 

                                    
19 See Appendix 2 for the method used to compute size-adjusted household incomes. 
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The “lost decade” acquires one other unique characteristic after incomes are adjusted for 

household size—it is the only 10-year period since 1970 in which median household income at 

the end of the period has been less than at the start of the period.20  

 

 

 

 

  

                                    
20 If no account is taken of household size, the 10-year period from 1973 to 1983 also could lay claim to this dubious 

achievement. Like the “lost decade,” that 10-year period featured more than one recession, including back-to-back recessions in 

the early 1980s. 

Median Household Income (Adjusted for Household Size), 1970-2010  

Incomes are scaled to reflect a three-person household (in 2011 dollars)  

 

Notes: Periods of recession are shaded in gray. See Appendix 2 for the procedure used to adjust incomes for household size. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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MIDDLE-INCOME DEMOGRAPHY, 1971-2011 
 

Trends in median household income are a good indicator of overall changes in prosperity, but 

they leave many questions unanswered: Is the rise in prosperity shared equally? Are those in 

the middle faring as well as those above or below the middle? Are income gaps increasing or 

decreasing? Is the size of the middle class expanding or shrinking? Who is in the middle? 

 

The analysis of these questions reveals that the share of the American adult population that 

lives in middle-income households has decreased steadily for the past four decades. This has 

been accompanied by virtually equal parts movements up and down the income ladder. In 

other words, there has been both progress and 

regression in the economic status of American 

families.  

 

However, progress for some demographic 

groups has been better than for others, and the 

regression for some groups has been deeper 

than for others. The winners include seniors 

(ages 65 and older), married couples and those 

with a college degree. The losers include young 

adults, unmarried men, people who have never 

married and those without a college degree.21 

From 1971 to 2011, there was overall progress, 

with winners outnumbering losers. However, 

from 2001 to 2011, there was effectively no 

change in the status of the population overall, 

and losers outnumbered winners. 

 

These findings emerge from the Center’s analysis of data from the Census Bureau’s Current 

Population Survey for 1971 to 2011.22 The specific data analyzed are from the Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement conducted in March of each year. In this month, respondents are asked 

to provide household income data for the calendar year prior to the year of the survey. For this 

                                    
21 It is important to note that this analysis is based on a comparison of cross-sections, that is, it does not follow the same 

individuals over time to determine the change in their income status as they age. Like the population overall, the socioeconomic 

characteristics of any demographic are likely to be different in 2011 in comparison with 1971. This report does not attempt to 

control for the effect of changes in the characteristics of demographic groups on their income status. 
22 The Current Population Survey is a monthly survey of about 55,000 households. The Annual Social and Economic Supplement 

conducted in March usually contains a larger sample. See Appendix 2 for more details. 

Percentage Distribution of Adults 

by Income Category, 1971-2011 

 

Note: Adults are assigned to income categories based on 
their size-adjusted household income in the calendar year 
prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported in 
the 2011 survey). 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current 
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic 
Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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reason, income data in this report cover the 1970 to 2010 period and the demographic data 

cover the 1971 to 2011 period.  

 

Who Is Middle Income? 

 

This section of the report uses data on household income to 

divide Americans into three income tiers—lower, middle and 

upper. Results from an alternative approach—allowing the 

public to describe itself as being lower, middle or upper class—

are discussed in another section of the report. The size of the 

middle, whether based on household incomes in 2010 or based 

on self-described class in the 2012 survey, turns out to be 

nearly identical. 

 

Using income as the criterion, middle-income households are 

defined as those with a size-adjusted household income that is 

two-thirds to double the overall median size-adjusted 

household income.23 Lower-income households have size-

adjusted incomes that are less than two-thirds of the median, 

and upper-income households have size-adjusted incomes that 

are more than double the median. 

 

The boundaries of the middle-income tier vary by household size. For three-person households 

in 2010, the middle-income range is about $39,000 to $118,000. The assignment of a 

household to the middle-income tier depends on what its income is estimated to be after it is 

scaled to a three-person household.24 A household with reported income less than $39,000 

may fall in the middle-income tier if it has fewer than three members. Conversely, a household 

earning more than $39,000 may fall out of the middle-income tier if it has more than three 

members. 

 

Because the median household income has risen over time, the threshold for entering the 

middle-income tier has also risen over time. From 1970 to 2000, the low end of the middle-

                                    
23 The basic conclusion that the share of the population in the middle is shrinking is not sensitive to the precise definition of the 

middle. A 2008 report by the Pew Research Center defined the middle as households with incomes 75% to 150% of the overall 

median and reached similar conclusions (Pew Research Center, 2008). Burkhauser, Cutts, Daly and Jenkins (1999) define the 

middle as households with adjusted household incomes between 75% and five times the U.S. poverty line. They also document a 

shrinking of middle from 1980 to 1990, albeit with more movement into the upper tier than into the lower tier. Alan Krueger 

defines the middle as households with incomes within 50% of the median and also finds a shrinking from 1970 to 2010 (Krueger, 

2012).  
24 See Appendix 2 for details on the adjustment process. 

Who Is Middle 

Income? 

Incomes are adjusted for 

household size and then scaled to 

reflect a three-person household 
Year Middle-income range 
2010 $39,418 to $118,255 

2000 $42,185 to $126,554 

1990 $37,546 to $112,637 

1980 $33,538 to $100,613 

1970 $29,896 to $89,689 

Source: Pew Research Center 
tabulations of the Current Population 
Survey, Annual Social and Economic 
Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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income range increased from about $30,000 to $42,000. The threshold fell to $39,000 in 

2010 because of the decline in median household income. The precise income ranges used to 

classify households into the middle-income tier after adjusting for household size are shown in 

the accompanying table.  

 

How Many Adults Are Middle Income? 

 

The size of the middle-income tier varies over time because the incomes of individual 

households, in relation to the overall median, vary over time. In 2011, 50.7% of adults (ages 18 

and older) lived in middle-income households.25 In number, that amounted to 117 million 

adults out of the U.S. household population of 231 million adults.26 The share of the U.S. adult 

population that lives in middle-income households has diminished over time. In 1971, 60.8% 

of adults lived in middle-income households, 10 percentage points more than in 2011. 

 

The shrinking, or hollowing 

out, of the middle-income 

tier has been accompanied 

by an increase in the shares 

of the adult population at the 

high and low ends of the 

income distribution—and 

roughly equal shares have 

moved up or down. The 

share of the population in the 

upper-income tier has risen 

from 14% in 1971 to 20% in 

2011. At the same time, the 

share in the lower-income 

tier grew from 25% in 1971 to 

29% in 2011. Thus, from 1971 to 2011, the U.S. adult population has become more 

economically polarized—with relatively more in the top and the bottom tiers, and fewer in the 

middle. 

 

The hollowing of the middle-income tier has been a steady and virtually uninterrupted process 

over the past four decades. Starting from 1970, every decade has ended with a smaller share in 

                                    
25 The demographic and income data in this report are from Current Population Surveys (Annual Social and Economic 

Supplements) conducted from 1971 to 2011. 
26 The group quarters population (for example, residents of dormitories, nursing homes, etc.) is excluded from these counts. 

Distribution of Adults by Income Category, 

1971-2011 

 

Percent distribution  Number of adults (thousands) 

Lower 
income 

Middle 
income 

Upper 
income Total  

Lower 
income 

Middle 
income 

Upper 
income Total 

2011 29.3 50.7 20.0 100.0  67,706 117,080 46,308 231,094 

2001 27.8 53.7 18.5 100.0  57,611 111,190 38,249 207,051 

1991 27.3 55.7 16.9 100.0  50,060 102,100 31,038 183,198 

1981 26.2 58.6 15.2 100.0  42,347 94,797 24,584 161,729 

1971 25.2 60.8 14.0 100.0  33,179 80,000 18,420 131,599 

Note: Adults are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
household income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is 
reported in the 2011 survey). Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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the middle-income tier and higher shares in the lower- and upper-income tiers. No single 

decade stands out as having energized the movement of people out of the middle. 

 

  

Shares of Adults Who Live in Lower-, Middle- and Upper-Income 

Households, 1971-2011  

 

Note: Adults are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted household income in the calendar year prior to the 
survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported in the 2011 survey). 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Demography of Middle-Income 

Adults 

 

Because the majority of adults fall into the 

middle-income tier, the characteristics of the 

middle bear a strong resemblance to the 

population overall. The changes in those 

characteristics also mirror the demographic 

changes that have swept the U.S. population 

since 1971. This section summarizes the major 

findings; the detailed findings are presented 

in Appendix 1. Among the key observations: 

 

Education: In 2011, only 10% of middle-

income adults had not earned a high school 

diploma or its equivalent and 32% had only a 

high school diploma. Both shares were down 

notably from 1971, as is the case with all 

adults. At the same time, the share of middle-

income adults with some college education 

rose from 14% in 1971 to 32% in 2011, and the 

share with a bachelor’s degree or more 

increased from 10% to 26%. These 

improvements in educational attainment are 

in line with the trend for the U.S. 

population.27 

 

Age: The middle-income group of adults aged 

somewhat faster than the population from 

1971 to 2011. The share of middle-income 

adults 65 and older nearly doubled from 9% in 

1971 to 16% in 2011. That was a much sharper 

increase than in the overall population, where 

the share of those ages 65 and older rose from 

                                    
27 A “glass is half empty” interpretation of these changes might be that it takes a higher level of education to attain middle-

income status in 2011 than the education required in 1971. Of course, accompanying these improvements in education is 

improvements in income. As noted earlier in the report, median household income in the U.S. increased 32% from 1970 to 2010 

(after adjusting for household size). 

Demographic Characteristics of 

Middle-Income Adults, 1971 and 

2011 

 
1971 
(%) 

2011 
(%) 

Percentage 
point 

change 

Age    

18-29 30 22 -8 

30-44 29 28 -1 

45-64 31 34 +3 

65 and older 9 16 +6 

 100 100  

Education    

Less than HS diploma 35 10 -25 

HS diploma or equivalent 41 32 -9 

Some college 14 32 +18 

College grad 10 26 +16 

    

Race/Ethnicity*    

White 80 70 -10 

Hispanic 8 13 +5 

Black 9 11 +1 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3 5 +2 

Other 1 2 +1 

    

Marital status    

Married, spouse present 74 55 -18 

Never married 16 27 +11 

Married, spouse 
absent/separated/divorced 

5 13 +8 

Widowed 6 5 -1 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based 
on their size-adjusted income in the calendar year prior to the 
survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported in the 2011 
survey). *”Race/Ethnicity” figures and change are from 1991 
and 2011. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and 
Asians and Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-
only groups. “Other” includes only non-Hispanics. 
Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. 
“Percentage point change” calculated before rounding. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current 
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 
1971 and 2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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15% in 1971 to 17% in 2011. Conversely, the share of young adults, ages 18 to 29, in the middle-

income tier fell more sharply than their share in the population at large from 1971 to 2011—

from 30% to 22% in the middle-income tier and from 28% to 22% in the population. 

 

Race and Ethnicity: As with the full adult population, middle-income adults were more 

racially and ethnically diverse in 2011 than in 1991.28 The share of Hispanics in the middle-

income population increased from 8% in 1991 to 13% in 2011. The share of whites fell from 

80% in 1991 to 70% in 2011 as the share of blacks and Asians increased. 

 

Marriage: Marriage is less common in the U.S. today than in 1971, and this is reflected in the 

changing share of middle-income adults who are married with a spouse present. Among 

middle-income adults, the share fell from 74% in 1971 to 55% in 2011. In the overall adult 

population, the share of married people with a spouse present fell from 69% in 1971 to 52% in 

2011. Meanwhile, the proportion of middle-income adults who have never been married rose 

from 16% to 27%, mimicking the change in the total adult population. 

 

  

                                    
28 Data by race and ethnicity are presented only from 1991 onward because changes in racial classifications over time affect the 

degree of comparability. 
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Winners and Losers 

 

The steady reduction in the share of the U.S. population that is in the middle has affected all 

major demographic groups. Regardless of education, age, gender, marriage, race and ethnicity, 

the share in the middle was either reduced or unchanged from 1971 to 2011. The sole exception 

to this rule is seniors (65 and older) for whom there was a significant decline in the share in the 

lower-income tier and a notable rise in the share in the middle-income tier from 1971 to 2011.29 

However, despite this progress, seniors are still the age group most likely to live in lower-

income households. 

 

Even as the shares in the middle have generally decreased, the income status of some 

demographic groups has improved and the status of some other groups has deteriorated. For 

the U.S. adult population, the share that is upper income increased from 14.0% in 1971 to 

20.0% in 2011, for a gain of six percentage points in income status. However, over the same 

period, the share that is lower income increased from 25.2% to 29.3%, a loss of four percentage 

points in income status. Therefore, the net gain for adults overall is two percentage points. 

 

This yardstick—the difference between the changed likelihood of being upper income and the 

changed likelihood of being lower income—can be used to classify any demographic group as a 

“winner” or a “loser.” Winners have experienced net advances up the income tiers over time 

and losers have, on net, slipped down the income tiers. 

 

Age: Those ages 65 and older experienced the biggest gains in income status across 

demographic groups. Their share in the lower-income tier fell from 53.6% in 1971 to 39.0% in 

2011, and their share in the upper-income tier rose from 7.1% to 13.6%. Moreover, their 

progression up the income tiers was unabated in the “lost decade.” Young adults (ages 18 to 

29) had the opposite experience, with the rise in the share of young adults in the lower-income 

tier exceeding the increase in the share in the upper-income tier. Across age groups, those ages 

65 and older remain the least likely to be upper income and the most likely to be lower income. 

However, while in 1971, they were 32 percentage points more likely to be lower income than 

young adults, the gap narrowed in 2011 to only six percentage points.30 

  

                                    
29 As noted earlier in the report, this analysis is based on a comparison of cross-sections. In other words, the results are not 

based on following the same individuals over time to determine the change in their income status. 
30 The economic status of those 65 and older may be understated based on income alone. That is because they might support 

their consumption expenditures partly through reported income and partly through the drawing down of accumulated assets. 
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Winners and Losers, 2001-2011: 

Change in Income Status for Assorted Adult Groups 

 

Notes: The data shown are the change since 2001 in a group's percentage in the upper-income category minus the change since 
2001 in a group's percentage in the lower-income category. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific 
Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. “Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, divorced, 
separated or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, adopted or step child of any age residing in the household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 2001-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  



71 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

-22.4 

-19.7 

-14.5 

-13.8 

-10.7 

-8.3 

-2.5 

-0.8 

1.2 

1.3 

1.5 

2.0 

2.3 

2.4 

2.7 

3.0 

3.3 

3.4 

3.7 

4.6 

5.9 

7.2 

10.6 

10.7 

10.8 

14.6 

21.0 

HS diploma only 

Less than HS diploma 

Some college 

Never married 

Unmarried male 

Ages 18-29 

Unmarried 

Ages 30-44 

Male 

Hispanic * 

College grad 

Asian/Pacific Islander * 

Female 

Ages 45-64 

Unmarried female, with child 

White * 

Unmarried female, no child 

Widowed 

Separated or divorced 

Black * 

Married, with child 

Married female 

Married, spouse present 

Married male 

Married, no children 

Age 65 and older 

All 

Winners and Losers, 1971-2011: 

Change in Income Status for Assorted Adult Groups 
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Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  



72 

The Lost Decade of the Middle Class 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

Education: A college education presented the best chance of holding one’s ground. From 

2001 to 2011, in the midst of economic stagnation, the income status of those with a bachelor’s 

degree or more slipped the least. Their share in the upper-income tier edged up from 40.3% to 

40.6% even as the share in the lower-income tier increased from 9.7% to 11.5%. College 

graduates also fared better than those with lesser education from 1971 to 2011. Meanwhile, 

both from 2001 to 2011 and from 1971 to 2011, those with only a high school diploma fared the 

worst across all demographic groups included in this analysis. 

 

Marriage: When it comes to income status, marriage helps, and it helps couples without 

children more than it helps other couples.31 This is true for both the long run, from 1971 to 

2011, and the short run, from 2001 to 2011. Unmarried men and those who never married have 

experienced among the greatest losses in income status in either time period. Among those not 

currently married, the status of those who are widowed has fared the best. Interestingly, the 

gains for the widowed were experienced in their entirety in the “lost decade.” This could be the 

result of the aging of women who entered the labor force in ever-increasing numbers in the 

post-WWII era.32 

 

Race and Ethnicity: Blacks and Hispanics are about twice as likely as whites and Asians to 

be lower income.33 But among racial and ethnic groups, the income status of blacks improved 

the most from 1991 to 2011, followed by whites, Asians and Hispanics. The gains for blacks 

were realized entirely in the 1990s; from 2001 to 2011 they experienced a reversal in their 

income status. Whites are the only racial or ethnic group that did not experience a loss in 

income status from 2001 to 2011. 

 

  

                                    
31 Findings for married men and married women differ slightly because the sample is restricted to people 18 and older. Thus, 

among married couples, it is not the case that there is always a man present for every woman in the sample, and vice versa. For 

example, if a husband is older than 18 and the wife is younger than 18 only the husband is included in the analysis. 
32 According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the labor force participation rate for women increased from 32.7% in 1948 to 

58.1% in 2011. The peak, 60.0%, was in 1999. 
33 Data by race and ethnicity are presented only from 1991 onward because changes in racial classifications over time affect the 

degree of comparability. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-

only groups. 
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Changes in the Income Status of Demographic Groups 

 

This section presents additional detail on the distribution of demographic groups across 

income tiers and how the distributions have shifted over time. These shifts underlie the 

evidence on winners and losers discussed in the previous section. 

 

Age: Youth has not been well served in the shuffling of people in the income distribution. 

Young adults (ages 18 to 29) experienced a notable deterioration in their income status. The 

share of young adults who 

are middle income fell from 

65.8% in 1971 to 51.0% in 

2011. That was largely a 

result of movement down the 

income ladder, with the 

share of young adults in the 

lower-income tier rising from 

21.9% in 1971 to 33.5% in 

2011. 

 

In contrast, the share of 

seniors (65 and older) in the 

lower-income tier fell sharply 

and the share in the middle 

rose notably from 1971 to 

2011. In 1971, the majority of 

seniors (53.6%) were in 

lower-income households. 

That share fell to 39.0% in 

2011. At the same time, the 

share of seniors who are 

middle income rose from 

39.3% to 47.4%, a notable 

exception to the widespread 

diminution in the size of the 

middle. The share of seniors 

in upper-income households 

also increased, from 7.1% in 

1971 to 13.6% in 2011. 

Income Status of Adults, by Age, 1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Note: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey).  

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  



74 

The Lost Decade of the Middle Class 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

However, these gains were not sufficient to alter the fact that seniors are the most likely age 

group to be lower income and the least likely to be upper income. 

 

The experiences of middle-age adults, ages 30 to 44 and 45 to 64, resemble that of the overall 

population. For both age groups, the shares in the middle-income tier fell with notable 

movements both up and down the ladder. Among 30- to 44-year-olds, for example, the share 

in the lower-income tier increased by eight percentage points from 1971 to 2011, and the share 

in the upper-income tier increased by seven percentage points.34 

 

It is worth noting that the economic status of seniors may be understated based on the income 

criterion alone. Seniors, the vast majority of whom are retired, may supplement their reported 

incomes with the drawing down of their accumulated wealth. Since a family’s wealth 

represents the culmination of savings over its lifetime, seniors typically have more wealth than 

younger families. In 2010, the median wealth of families whose head of household was ages 65 

and older was $219,104.35 That was much higher than the median wealth of other families—

$147,555 for families whose head of household was 45 to 64 years of age; $32,989 for families 

whose head of household was 30 to 44; and $6,344 for families whose head of household was 

29 and younger. This may be one reason why seniors, when asked to describe their status in 

the survey, are more likely than younger people to call themselves middle class, even though 

based on adjusted household income they have the lowest share in the middle (see Chapter 2).  

  

                                    
34 Estimates shown in the charts are rounded and may not reflect the precise changes in shares that are reported in the text. 
35 All estimates of wealth in this report are derived from the 2010 Survey of Consumer Finances data and are expressed in 2011 

dollars. Wealth, or net worth, is the difference between the value of assets owned by a household (such as home, stocks and 

savings accounts) and its liabilities (such as mortgages, credit card debt and loans for education). The terms “net worth” and 

“wealth” are used interchangeably in this report. 
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Education: The U.S. 

economy has increasingly 

favored skilled workers over 

the unskilled, and this is 

reflected in the income status 

of education groups. Adults 

with only a high school 

diploma or a lower level of 

educational attainment saw 

their relative income position 

decline sharply from 1971 to 

2011. Among those with less 

than a high school diploma, 

the share in the lower-

income tier increased from 

41.0% in 1971 to 58.9% in 

2011. The share in the 

middle-income tier fell from 

a majority—52.9% in 1971—

to slightly more than one-

third—36.8% in 2011. 

 

Adults with only a high 

school diploma did not fare 

any better—the share in 

lower-income households 

rose from 17.1% in 1971 to 

36.1% in 2011, and the share 

in middle-income 

households fell from 69.2% 

to 53.6%. The slide down the 

income tiers is also the 

defining experience for those with some college education but not a bachelor’s degree. The 

share of those adults in lower-income households increased from 14.1% in 1971 to 25.6% in 

2011. 

 

The only education group whose representation in the upper-income tier increased is the 

group with a bachelor’s degree or higher level of attainment. Among college graduates, the 

Income Status of Adults, by Education,  

1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Note: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey).  

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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share in the upper-income tier rose from 35.7% in 1971 to 40.6% in 2011. That improvement in 

economic status largely accounted for the shrinking share of college graduates who were 

middle income, from 56.2% in 1971 to 47.9% in 2011. 

 

Americans have clearly taken a liking to the increased value of a college education. The share 

of adults with a college education has increased from 10.7% in 1971 to 27.8% in 2011. Over the 

same time, the share with less than a high school diploma has fallen from 39.7% to 13.3%.36 

The improvement in the education profile of Americans has sustained the overall advance in 

income status even as all but one education group has experienced a decline. 

 

Gender: Men are more 

likely than women to live in 

upper- or middle-income 

households. In 2011, 52.2% 

of men were in middle-

income households and 

21.5% were in upper-income 

households. In contrast, 

49.3% of women were in 

middle-income households 

and 18.7% were in upper-

income households. From 

1971 to 2011, men and 

women experienced similar 

declines in the shares that 

are middle income; the 

shrinking was roughly equal 

parts up and down the ladder 

for both sexes. 

 

  

                                    
36 See Appendix 1 for more on this trend. 

Income Status of Adults, by Gender, 1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Note: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey).  

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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All adults 

Marriage: Being married 

with a spouse present has 

clear economic benefits—

these adults are the least 

likely to live in lower-income 

households and the most 

likely to be in the middle- or 

upper-income tier. The 

income status of married 

adults with a spouse present 

also improved the most from 

1971 to 2011. The share of 

this group in the middle-

income tier fell from 65.0% 

in 1971 to 53.6% in 2011. 

Virtually all of the movement 

was into the upper-income 

bracket, with that share 

rising from 14.2% to 25.2%. 

 

At the other end of the 

spectrum, the income status 

of those who have never 

married deteriorated 

sharply. Among the never 

married, 59.3% were in the 

middle-income tier in 1971, 

and this share fell to 49.5% 

in 2011. Over the same 

period, the share in the 

lower-income tier rose from 

22.5% to 34.3%. 

 

People who are widowed and those who are separated or divorced are even more likely than 

the never married to live in lower-income households. For example, slim majorities of the 

widowed lived in lower-income households in each year examined. The income status of 

individuals who were widowed, separated or divorced did improve slightly over time, with the 

shares in upper-income households edging up from 1971 to 2011. 

Income Status of Adults, by Marital Status, 

1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). “Separated/divorced” includes “Married, spouse absent.”  

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Marriage and Children: 

Among those who are 

married with a spouse 

present, the couples without 

children present in their 

homes have relatively better 

income status. In 2011, 

28.6% of married couples 

with no children at home 

were in the upper-income 

tier, compared with 22.2% of 

married couples with 

children at home. Both 

groups experienced 

improved income status over 

time. In 1971, only 19.2% of 

married couples with no 

children at home and 11.4% 

of married couples with 

children at home were in the 

upper-income tier. Thus, for 

either group, the shrinking of 

the middle income was 

accompanied by a rise in the 

share in the upper tier. But 

for married couples with 

children in the home, there 

was also an uptick of four 

percentage points in the 

share that are lower income. 

 

  

Income Status of Adults, by Marital Status and 

Presence of Own Child in Home, 1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). “Married” includes only those with a spouse present. 
“Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, divorced, separated 
or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, adopted or step child of 
any age residing in the household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Marriage, Gender and Children: Among unmarried women, including those who are 

widowed, divorced or separated, the majority of those with children at home live in lower-

income households. This has 

not changed over time, the 

share being 55.1% in 1971 

and 54.2% in 2011. Only 6% 

of these adults are in the 

upper-income tier, and the 

income status of this group 

most resembles that of adults 

with less than a high school 

level of education. 

 

The income status of 

unmarried women is 

improved if there are no 

children at home. However, 

they do not currently fare as 

well as unmarried men. In 

2011, 32.4% of unmarried 

men were in the lower-

income tier, compared with 

38.6% of unmarried women 

with no children at home. 

Unmarried men were also 

slightly more likely to be in 

the upper-income tier. 

However, the gap between 

these two groups is 

shrinking. From 1971 to 2011, 

the share of unmarried men 

in the lower-income tier 

increased from 23.6% to 

32.4%, and the share in the 

upper-income tier fell from 

19.0% to 17.2%. Among 

unmarried women with no 

children at home, the share 

Income Status of Adults, by Gender, Marital 

Status and Presence of Own Child in Home, 

1971-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). “Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, 
divorced, separated or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, 
adopted or step child of any age residing in the household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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of those in the lower-income tier was unchanged, and the share in the upper-income tier rose 

from 11.7% to 14.7%. 

 

Race and Ethnicity: 

Because of changes to the 

classification of racial 

groups, consistent data on 

the income status of these 

groups are available only 

from 1991 to 2011. Blacks 

and Hispanics are the most 

likely to live in lower-income 

households, and whites and 

Asians are the most likely to 

be in the middle- or upper-

income tier. However, from 

1991 to 2011, blacks were the 

only racial or ethnic group to 

experience a reduction in the 

share of lower-income 

households, with their share 

falling from 46.9% to 44.0%. 

Like whites and Asians, the 

share of blacks in the upper-

income tier rose in these two 

decades, from 6.5% in 1991 

to 9.6% in 2011. The income 

status of Hispanics was 

virtually frozen from 1991 to 

2011 with only a modest 

increase in the share in the 

upper-income tier from 7.0% 

in 1991 to 8.4% in 2011.37  

 

                                    
37 The unchanging status of Hispanic adults is the result of countervailing trends among native-born and foreign-born Hispanics. 

The income status of native-born Hispanics has improved over time, but the income status of foreign-born Hispanics has 

deteriorated. These trends are presented in Pew Research Center (2008). 

Income Status of Adults, by Race and Ethnicity, 

1991-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific 
Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Nativity: Data by nativity 

are presented for only the 

2001 to 2011 period because 

immigrant status was not 

recorded in the source data 

until 1994. Foreign-born 

adults are much more likely 

than native-born adults to 

live in lower-income 

households—39.3% versus 

27.5% in 2011. Conversely, 

native-born adults are much 

more likely than foreign-

born adults to be in upper- 

income households—21.1% 

versus 14.5% in 2011. The 

changes in income status 

from 2001 to 2011 were 

modest, but they favored the 

native born. Among the 

native born, the share in upper-income households increased two percentage points, offsetting 

the slight increase in the share of lower-income households. Meanwhile, among the foreign-

born, the share in lower-income households increased three percentage points and there was 

no change in the share of those in the upper-income tier.  

 

  

Income Status of Adults, by Nativity, 2001-2011 

% of adults in income category 

 

Note: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey).  

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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CHAPTER 7: INCOME AND WEALTH, BY INCOME TIER 
 

Overview 

 

This chapter examines trends in the well-being of lower-, middle- and upper-income groups 

through the prisms of income and wealth.38 Income is the more widely used measure, but, due 

to changing economic circumstances, it is subject to sharp, short-term fluctuations. A family 

that is considered in the middle-income group one year may be in the lower-income group the 

next, or vice versa.39 

 

Wealth, unlike income, represents a stock of assets, minus outstanding debt, accumulated over 

time. Among other things, wealth provides retirement income, protection against short-term 

economic shocks, and security and social status for future generations. There are families, such 

as seniors who are retired, with low incomes but high levels of wealth, and other families, such 

as young professionals, with high incomes and low levels of wealth. Thus, the two yardsticks 

together provide a more complete portrait of the economic status of families. 

 

Trends in income for lower-, middle- and upper-tier households show that in the past four 

decades the United States has been a society characterized by rising prosperity and rising 

inequality. Income rose for all three tiers, but it increased the most for the upper-income tier 

and the least for the lower-income tier. As a result, upper-income households accounted for a 

larger share of U.S. aggregate household income in 2010 than they did in 1970.40 The increase 

in their share of aggregate income exceeded the increase in the share of adults that live in 

upper-income households. 

 

Trends in wealth, data for which are available starting in 1983, tell a slightly different story. 

From 1983 to 2010, there was a notable increase in wealth only for the upper-income tier. The 

incomes of middle- and lower-income households may have increased, but their net worth has 

stagnated and their long-term security may not be as secure as suggested by the trends in 

                                    
38 The trends in income in this report are based on pre-tax household income reported in the Current Population Survey. Some 

researchers have amended the data to account for non-cash benefits, tax transfers and tax payments (Meyer and Sullivan, 2009, 

and Burkhauser, Larrimore and Simon, 2011). Wolff, Zacharias and Masterson (2012) also account for imputed income from 

wealth, among other things. Those adjustments results in different trajectories for income inequality in the U.S., but all indicate a 

general rise over the past several decades. 
39 Among others, these trends have been documented by the Congressional Budget Office (2007) and the U.S. Department of the 

Treasury (2007). 
40 U.S. aggregate household income describes the total income generated by households in the U.S. economy prior to taxes and 

not including non-cash transfers (such as supplemental nutrition assistance program benefits and low-income housing 

assistance). 
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income.41 Moreover, the growth in the wealth gap across income tiers easily outdistances the 

growth in the income gap. 

 

The disparate trends in income and wealth emerged in the Great Recession. The recession 

caused income to fall by similar percentages in all three income tiers. However, the loss in 

wealth was much sharper for the lower- and middle-income tiers. Those setbacks were large 

enough to turn the clock back on the net worth of lower- and middle-income households by 

about two decades or more. 

 

The steep decline in the net worth of lower- and middle-income households is a consequence 

of the housing boom and bust that preceded the Great Recession. These households are twice 

as dependent as upper-income households are on home equity as a source of wealth. 

Furthermore, in the run-up to the recession, they took on relatively more debt in relation to 

their assets than did upper-income families. Much of that new debt was secured by their 

primary residence. Thus, lower- and middle-income families were more vulnerable to the crash 

in housing values that preceded the recession.42 

 

As in preceding chapters, the estimates of income reported below have been adjusted for 

household size and scaled to reflect a three-person household. However, wealth data are not 

adjusted for family size because it is difficult to associate a current family size with a stock of 

wealth. In part, that is because wealth is accumulated and “consumed” over an extended 

period of time during which family structure may change significantly. It is also typical for at 

least part of a family’s wealth to be passed on for the benefit of future generations. 

 

The income analysis spans the 1970-2010 period and is based on the Current Population 

Survey. Dictated by the availability of data, the wealth trends are measured from 1983 to 2010 

using the Survey of Consumer Finances. Because of the way the data are collected and 

reported, the unit of analysis for income is the household and the unit of analysis for wealth is 

the family. Families, or households, are divided into three groups based on their income level 

after the income has been adjusted for differences in family or household size. This process is 

conducted independently for the two data sources.  

 

  

                                    
41 Net worth is the difference between the value of assets owned by a household (such as home, stocks and savings accounts) 

and its liabilities (such as mortgages, credit card debt and loans for education). The terms “net worth” and “wealth” are used 

interchangeably in this report. 
42 The debt issue is discussed in greater detail in Pew Research Center (2008) and Dynan and Kohn (2007). See Bricker, 

Kennickell, Moore and Sabelhaus (2012) for the latest data on family debt. Kochhar, Fry and Taylor (2011) report on the role of 

housing in shaping recent trends in wealth. 
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Major findings include: 

 

Income 

 

 The median income of all U.S. households increased from $44,845 in 1970 to $63,277 

in 2000, an increase of 41% (incomes in 2011 dollars). But that proved to be the peak. 

By 2010, the median income had fallen to $59,127, a loss of 7%.  

 Household income for all three tiers—lower, middle and upper—also peaked at the turn 

of the century and then reversed course. From 2000 to 2010, the median income of 

lower-income households fell 8%, middle-income households lost 5%, and upper-

income households surrendered 6%. 

 From 1970 to 2010, the median income of middle-income households increased from 

$51,932 to $69,487, or by 34%. The median income of lower-income households rose 

from $17,853 to $23,063, or 29%. The median income of households in the upper tier 

increased the most (43%), from $112,651 in 1970 to $161,252 in 2010. 

 The income gap across the three tiers narrowed in the 1970s, with the incomes of 

lower- and middle-income households increasing at the fastest rate. However, the 

income gap widened in the 1980s as incomes of households in the upper tier increased 

at more than double the rate of lower-income households. The gap has grown at a 

slower pace in the past two decades. 

 The share of U.S. aggregate household income accounted for by upper-income 

households increased from 29% in 1970 to 46% in 2010. The share accounted for by 

middle-income households fell from 62% in 1970 to 45% in 2010. The share of lower-

income households was unchanged at about 9%. 

Wealth 

 

 The median wealth of all U.S. families, in 2011 dollars, increased from $73,972 in 1983 

to $131,016 in 2007, a gain of 77%. However, the Great Recession eliminated almost all 

of this gain as median wealth plunged to $79,431 in 2010, a loss of 39%. Overall, 

median net worth in 2010 was 7% higher than in 1983. 

 In percentage terms, the loss in wealth from 2007 to 2010 was the greatest for lower- 

and middle-income families. Since the recession started, net worth fell 41% for lower-

income families, 39% for middle-income families, and 17% for upper-income families. 
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 From 1983 to 2010, net worth has increased by a significant amount only for upper-

income families. Their median wealth rose from $307,134 in 1983 to $574,788 in 2010, 

or by 87%. The median wealth of middle-income families increased from $91,056 to 

$93,150, or by 2%. The median wealth of lower-income families decreased 7%, from 

$10,963 in 1983 to $10,151 in 2010. 

 There has been a sharp rise in the wealth gap and this has mostly occurred since 2001. 

The wealth of upper-income families was three times the wealth of middle-income 

families in 1983 and four times as high in 2001. By 2011, this ratio had risen to six-to-

one. The ratio of the wealth of upper-income families to the wealth of lower-income 

families was 28-to-1 in 1983, 31-to-1 in 2001 and 57-to-1 in 2010. 

 Middle- and lower-income families derive about 45% of their net worth from equity in 

their homes. Upper-income families have more diversified portfolios, with three major 

groups of assets—housing, businesses and stocks—each contributing 20% to 25% to 

their total net worth.  

 Families in all three income tiers took on more debt from 1983 and 2007. But the 

growth in mean debt levels was highest for lower-income families (215%) and middle-

income families (206%). The mean debt level for upper-income families increased by 

122% over this period. From 2007 to 2010, mean debt levels retreated for upper-

income families (down 6%) and middle-income families (down 11%) but not for lower-

income families (up 15%). 
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The median real income of 

U.S. households has 

increased markedly since 

1970. In 2010, the median 

household income in the U.S. 

was $59,127 (expressed in 

2011 dollars and adjusted for 

household size). That was 

32% higher than the median 

income of U.S. households in 

1970 ($44,845). 

  

The increase in household 

income was remarkably 

steady from 1970 to 2000, 

increasing 12% each in the 

1970s, the 1980s and the 

1990s. However, the median 

household income in 2010 

was less than in 2000, falling 

from $63,277 in 2000 to 

$59,127 in 2010, or a drop of nearly 7%. That is the lingering aftermath of the 2001 recession, 

an economic slowdown that persisted through 2003 and the Great Recession of 2007-2009. 

 

The overall gains in income were shared by households in all three income tiers, albeit not 

equally. For middle-income households, the median income increased from $51,932 in 1970 to 

$69,487 in 2010, a gain of 34%. Over this period, the median income of lower-income 

households increased from $17,853 to $23,063, or by 29%. For upper-income households, the 

median income rose 43%, from $112,651 in 1970 to $161,252 in 2010. 

 

 

 

 

Median Household Income Adjusted for 

Household Size, 1970-2010 

Incomes are scaled to reflect a three-person household (in 2011 dollars)  

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). See Appendix 2 for the procedure used to adjust incomes for 
household size. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Households in all three 

income tiers lost ground 

from 2000 to 2010. The 

median income for middle-

income households fell from 

$72,956 to $69,487; the 

median for lower-income 

households dropped from 

$25,164 to $23,063; and the 

median income for upper-

income households slid from 

$171,679 to $161,252. 

 

The overall trend in income 

growth masks some 

differences across the 

decades and income groups. 

In the 1970s, income growth 

was the strongest for lower- 

and middle-income 

households (13% each). 

Incomes for upper-income 

households increased 10% in 

the 1970s. 

 

The pattern reversed in the 

1980s with the strongest gains (18%) experienced by upper-income households. That was 

significantly greater than the 11% growth in the median income of middle-income households. 

It also was more than double the increase of 8% for lower-income households. This decade 

marked the beginning of a widening of the income gap. 

 

Lower-income households were among the greatest beneficiaries of the economic expansion in 

the 1990s. Their median income in the 1990s increased by 15%, almost double the rate of 

increase in the previous decade. The growth in the incomes of middle-income households 

(12%) and upper-income households (18%) were virtually unchanged from the 1980s. 

 

Median Household Income Adjusted for 

Household Size, by Income Group, 1970-2010 

Incomes are scaled to reflect a three-person household (in 2011 dollars)  

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). See Appendix 2 for the procedure used to adjust incomes for 
household size. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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In the “lost decade,” 2000 to 

2010, previous gains in 

incomes for all three tiers of 

households eroded. In this 

decade, the median income 

of lower-income households 

decreased 8%, the income of 

middle-income households 

fell 5%, and the median 

income for upper-income 

households dropped 6%. 

 

  

Percentage Change in Real Median Household 

Income Adjusted for Household Size, by Decade, 

1970-2010 

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted 
income in the calendar year prior to the survey year (e.g., 2010 income is reported 
in the 2011 survey). See the Appendix 2 for the procedure used to adjust incomes 
for household size. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1971-2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Distribution of U.S. Aggregate Household Income 

 

The distribution of U.S. aggregate household income shifted away from the middle and lower 

tiers to the upper-income tier from 1970 to 2010. This is the consequence of two trends: the 

higher rate of growth in the incomes of upper-tier households and the decreasing share of 

adults who live in middle-income households. 

 

 In 2010, upper-income households accounted for 46% of U.S. aggregate household income.43 

Their share in aggregate income was more than double the share of adults (20%) living in 

those households. Middle-income households accounted for 45% of U.S. aggregate household 

income in 2010, less than the share of adults (51%) living in those households. Lower-income 

                                    
43 The analysis in this section is based on pre-tax household incomes recorded in the Current Population Survey (see Appendix 2 

for more details). Household income data in the public-use versions of the Current Population Survey are top coded. This means 

that the actual incomes of some upper-income households are higher than the levels recorded in the data. That leads to a slight 

understatement of the share of upper-income households in U.S. aggregate household income. The Census Bureau also notes 

that wages and salaries (relatively more important for the lower and middle tiers) are well reported but that public assistance 

(more important for lower-income households) and interest and dividend income (potentially more relevant for upper-income 

households) are not as well covered. Finally, a distribution of post-tax incomes that also fully accounted for public transfers would 

likely look a little different because of the progressivity of the tax code.  

Percentage Distribution of U.S. Aggregate Household Income, by Income 

Tier, 1970-2010  

 

Notes: Households are assigned to income categories based on their size-adjusted income in the calendar year prior to the survey 
year (e.g., 2010 income is from the 2011 survey). Their unadjusted incomes are then totaled to compute the share of an income 
group in U.S. aggregate household income. Percentages in each year may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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households had a 29% share in the adult population but accounted for only 9% of aggregate 

income. 

 

 In 1970, upper-income households accounted for 29% of aggregate income, middle-income 

households had a 62% share, and lower-income households accounted for 10% of aggregate 

income. For the middle, the share in income was about the same as the share in the adult 

population in 1970 (61%). Upper-income households accounted for 14% of the adult 

population in 1970, and lower-income households accounted for 25%. 

 

From 1970 to 2010, the share of middle-income households in aggregate income fell more 

sharply (by 27%) than its share in the adult population (down 16%). In contrast, the share of 

upper-income households in aggregate income rose faster (by 60%) than its share in the adult 

population (up 44%). For lower-income households, the share in aggregate income fell 

moderately (6%), despite a 15% increase in their share of the adult population. 

 

The net result of the trends in household incomes and the distribution of the adult population 

is a more uneven distribution of aggregate income in 2010 than what it was in 1970.44 The shift 

in the distribution is most pronounced in the 1980s and the 1990s. Those are the two decades 

in which income growth was more pronounced for upper-income households compared with 

the growth in the incomes of middle- and lower-income households. 

 

  

                                    
44 This finding is consistent with the results reported by other researchers using different data sources and methods. See, for 

example, Congressional Budget Office (2011), Piketty and Saez (2003), Saez (2012), Burkhauser, Larrimore and Simon (2011) 

and Wolff, Zacharias and Masterson (2012). 
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Trends in the Wealth of Lower-, Middle- and Upper-Income Tiers 

 

Based on wealth, the distances between lower-, middle- and upper-income families are much 

greater than the differences in income. Moreover, the wealth gap has increased by much more 

than the income gap in the past three decades. The most striking finding is that only upper-

income families have experienced notable gains in wealth from 1983 to 2010; the net worth of 

lower- and middle-income families is virtually unchanged. This is a consequence of the 

housing market crash in 2006 and the Great Recession, which have seemingly erased nearly all 

of the wealth gains experienced by lower- and middle-income families in the two decades prior 

to the start of the Great Recession. 

 

Because the Survey of Consumer Finances, the source for wealth data, is conducted triennially, 

estimates presented in this section cover nine-year intervals starting with 1983.45 The years 

1983, 1992, 2001 and 2010 follow immediately on the heels of or represent the tail ends of 

recessions. Data are also presented for 2007, a business cycle peak, to highlight the impact of 

the Great Recession on the wealth of U.S. households. 

 

In 1983, the median wealth 

of American families was 

$73,972 (expressed in 2011 

dollars). It increased slowly 

in the 1980s, reaching 

$78,061 in 1992 for a gain of 

6%. The 1990s delivered 

much greater gains in wealth 

as it climbed up by 41% to 

$110,195 in 2001. The 

housing boom that 

characterized the first half of 

the “lost decade” delivered 

additional large gains. By 

2007, median wealth had 

reached $131,016, 19% 

higher than in 2001. 

                                    
45 The Survey of Consumer Finances methodology was revised in 1989. That might have a slight impact on the comparability of 

data from 1983 with data from later years. See Kennickell and Shack-Marquez (1992) for more on this issue. The wealth 

estimates from the Survey of Consumer Finances do not include the value of Social Security benefits or the value of defined 

benefit pension plans. 

Median Net Worth of U.S. Families, 1983-2010 

In 2011 dollars 

 

Note: Median net worth is the difference between the assets owned and liabilities 
held by a family. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 
1983-2010 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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The Great Recession delivered a crushing blow to household wealth. In the space of three 

years, median wealth fell by 39%, to $79,431 in 2010. Thus, at the end of the last decade, the 

median net worth of American families was only 7% higher than what it was in 1983. 

As one might expect, families’ wealth is strongly correlated with their income. In 1983, the 

median wealth of middle-income families was $91,056. This was much higher than the wealth 

of lower-income families—$10,963—but it was less than one-third the wealth of upper-income 

families—$307,134.  

 

The wealth of middle-income 

families was unchanged from 

1983 to 1992, staying rooted 

around $91,000. In 

percentage terms, the wealth 

of lower-income families rose 

the most in this period. Their 

wealth increased to $13,319, 

or by 21%. The gain for 

upper-income families was 

relatively modest, an 

increase of 6%, to $326,851. 

The wealth gap across lower- 

and upper-income families 

narrowed in this decade, and 

the gap between middle- and 

upper-income families 

widened somewhat from 

1983 to 1992. 

 

The wealth of all families 

rose sharply from 1992 to 

2001, with upper-income 

families experiencing the 

largest gains. Among middle-

income families, median net worth rose from $90,846 in 1992 to $129,582 in 2001, or 43%. 

Gains for lower-income families were similar, as their median wealth increased by 38%, from 

$13,319 in 1992 to $18,421 in 2001. The wealth of upper-income families rose 74% in the 

1990s, from $326,851 in 1992 to $569,905 in 2001. 

  

Median Net Worth of Lower-, Middle- and  

Upper-Income Families, 1983-2010 

In 2011 dollars 

 

Note: Median net worth is the difference between the assets owned and liabilities 
held by a family. Families are assigned to income categories based on their size-
adjusted family income. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 
1983-2010 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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The advantage of upper-

income families continued to 

stretch from 2001 to 2007. 

For them, wealth increased 

an additional 22% to stand at 

$693,265 in 2007. The 

wealth of middle-income 

families increased almost as 

much, from $129,582 in 

2001 to $152,950, a gain of 

18%. However, in the midst 

of the general gains, lower-

income families slipped 

down the ladder. Their 

wealth fell from $18,421 in 

2001 to $17,345 in 2007, a 

loss of 6%. 

 

The Great Recession 

rewound the clock on 

household wealth 

accumulation by many years. 

For middle- and lower-

income families, the clock 

has turned back by about two 

decades. Their wealth in 

2010, $93,150 for the 

middle-income tier and 

$10,151 for the lower-income 

tier, resembles the levels from the 1980s.46 For upper-income families, the journey goes back 

“only” a decade. Their median wealth in 2010—$574,788—is about the same as their wealth in 

2001. 

 

                                    
46 The wealth of lower-income families in 2010 is less than their estimated wealth in 1983. However, the 1983 survey used a 

different methodology and it is possible that differences in methodology have an impact on comparisons between 1983 and 2010. 

The Federal Reserve Board of Governors, which conducts the Survey of Consumer Finances used in this report, also reports 

trends in wealth by income quintiles. Their findings for the 1989 to 2010 period show a loss in median wealth for families in the 

20th to 60th percentiles of income and significant gains for families in the top quintile. Related data published for the 1983 to 

1989 period show modest changes in wealth at most points in the income distribution (Kennickell and Shack-Marquez, 1992). 

Percentage Change in Real Median Net Worth of 

Lower-, Middle- and Upper-Income Families, 

1983-2010 

 

Note: Median net worth is the difference between the assets owned and liabilities 
held by a family. Families are assigned to income categories based on their size-
adjusted family income. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 
1983-2010 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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Over the entire 1983 to 2010 period, only upper-income families experienced strong gains in 

wealth. The wealth of upper-income families increased 87% from 1983 to 2010, but it  

increased only 2% for middle-income families and fell 7% for lower-income families. Thus, 

with respect to wealth, lower- and middle-income families have lost significant ground to 

upper-income families since 1983. In 1983, the net worth of upper-income families was 3.4 

times the net worth of middle-income families. By 2010, that ratio had nearly doubled to 6.2. 

The ratio of the wealth of upper-income families to the wealth of lower-income families did 

double, rising from 28.0 in 

1983 to 56.6 in 2010. The 

lion’s share of the increase in 

these ratios belongs to the 

“lost decade.” 

 

The Composition of 

Assets 

 

In addition to differences in 

their level of wealth, lower-, 

middle- and upper-income 

families differ in the 

composition of their 

portfolios. Generally 

speaking, the higher a 

family’s wealth and income, 

the more diverse its 

portfolio. For middle- and 

lower-income families, one 

asset stands out from the 

rest: their home. Among 

upper-income families, 

houses, stocks and bonds 

and business assets are 

equally important. 

 

For lower- and middle-

income families, equity in 

their home accounted for 

about 40% to 55% of the total 

Percentage Distribution of Assets Owned by 

Families, 1983-2010 

 

Notes: The chart shows the percentage distribution of the mean value of assets of 
families, including families that own no assets. Families are assigned to income 
categories based on their size-adjusted family income. Stocks and bonds include 
indirect holdings in mutual funds, pension accounts, etc. Transaction accounts 
include money market accounts, checking accounts, savings accounts, call accounts 
and certificates of deposit. “All other” includes other assets, such as vehicles, 
secondary properties, personal property and the cash value of life insurance. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 
1983-2010 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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mean value of assets in all time periods. Recently, stocks and bonds (including those owned in 

pension accounts) account for 15% to 20% of assets of middle-income families. Business assets 

account for about 15% of the portfolio of lower-income families in recent years, about double 

the share of business assets in the portfolios of middle-income families. For both middle- and 

lower-income families, a potpourri of other assets—such as vehicles, personal property and 

secondary properties—are the second most important component of wealth in all years. 

 

The portfolios of upper-income families are more balanced. Houses, stocks and bonds, and 

business assets each account for 20% to 25% of total assets. Thus, their wealth is less 

dependent on home equity, the main source of wealth declines since 2006. 

 

Overall, the asset distributions of families did not change much from 1983 to 2010. The most 

notable change is the growing role of stocks and bonds in middle- and lower-income family 

portfolios. This change occurred primarily from 1983 to 2001 with the rise of defined 

contribution pension plans such as 401(k) plans. 

 

Net Worth, Assets and Liabilities 

 

A family’s net worth is the difference between the value of its assets and the value of its 

liabilities. Net worth will increase as long as the value of a family’s assets, in absolute amount, 

increases by more than its liabilities. Thus, a family can take on more debt but still increase its 

net worth as long as its assets holdings increase by a sufficient amount. This section presents 

trends in the mean net worth, assets and liabilities of lower-, middle- and upper-income 

families.47 There are notable differences across income groups in this regard, especially with 

respect to changes in the level of debt.  

 

From 1983 to 2001, the value of the assets owned by families in all three income tiers increased 

by more than the level of debt. Middle-income families, for example, experienced a gain of 

$149,035 in the mean value of their assets. In the same period, the value of their debt 

increased by $30,142. The net gain, or the increase in their mean wealth, was $118,894. The 

pattern of asset values increasing more than debt values repeated from 2001 to 2007. 

 

  

                                    
47 Mean, rather than median, values are presented here because mean liabilities can be subtracted from mean assets to yield 

mean net worth. The same cannot be done with median values of assets and liabilities. Mean values of net worth, assets and 

liabilities are typically higher than the medians because they are pulled up by high levels of assets and liabilities at the top end of 

the distribution. 
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However, even as lower- and middle-income families were accumulating wealth, their debt 

levels were rising at a faster rate than the values of their assets. From 1983 to 2001, middle-

income family debt increased by 90% and asset values increased by 77%. Among lower-income 

families, debt increased by 111% from 1983 to 2001 and asset values rose by 59%. Only upper-

income families experienced a greater increase in the value of their assets (87%) than in their 

level of debt (54%). 

 

From 2001 to 2007, the pattern of debt rising at a faster pace than asset values became 

entrenched among upper-income families as well. A principal cause of this was the boom in 

housing values, which encouraged families to raise the level of debt secured by their primary 

Mean Net Worth, Assets and Liabilities of Lower-, Middle- and 

Upper-Income Families, 1983-2010 

In 2011 dollars 

 1983 2001 2007 2010  

Change 

1983-2001 2001-2007 2007-2010 

All families         

Assets $295,839 $574,318 $709,299 $611,258  $278,479 $134,981 -$98,041 

Liabilities $38,602 $69,255 $105,297 $100,720  $30,653 $36,042 -$4,577 

Net worth $257,237 $505,063 $604,002 $510,538  $247,826 $98,939 -$93,464 

 

        

Upper-income families         

Assets $1,055,752 $1,976,219 $2,455,715 $2,049,880  $920,467 $479,495 -$405,834 

Liabilities $111,072 $171,403 $246,645 $231,566  $60,331 $75,241 -$15,079 

Net worth $944,680 $1,804,816 $2,209,070 $1,818,315  $860,136 $404,254 -$390,755 

 

        

Middle-income families         

Assets $192,702 $341,737 $402,771 $327,150  $149,035 $61,034 -$75,621 

Liabilities $33,465 $63,606 $102,548 $91,508  $30,142 $38,942 -$11,040 

Net worth $159,237 $278,131 $300,223 $235,642  $118,894 $22,093 -$64,581 

 

        

Lower-income families         

Assets $69,350 $110,612 $142,351 $138,966  $41,262 $31,740 -$3,386 

Liabilities $9,254 $19,524 $29,139 $33,554  $10,270 $9,615 $4,415 

Net worth $60,096 $91,088 $113,213 $105,412  $30,992 $22,125 -$7,801 

Note: Net worth is the difference between the assets owned and liabilities held by a family. Families are assigned to income 
categories based on their size-adjusted family income. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of Consumer Finances data, 1983-2010 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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residences.48 This trend left families in a more vulnerable position prior to the Great Recession 

than they might have been if the growth in debt and assets had been more balanced. 

 

The story from 2007 to 2010 is mostly one of 

declining asset values and declining debt 

levels. The mean debt level for middle-income 

families fell by $11,040, a cut of 11%. The value 

of their assets fell even more, by $75,621 

(19%). Thus, their mean net worth dropped by 

$64,581 with the Great Recession. Upper-

income families had a similar experience from 

2007 to 2010, with their asset values 

decreasing at a faster rate than their debt 

levels. Their mean net worth decreased by 

$390,755 in this period. 

 

Lower-income families experienced a relatively 

modest loss of 2% in asset values from 2007 to 

2010. However, their level of debt increased by 

$4,415 (15%) during this period. Thus, their 

net worth fell by $7,801 with the recession. 

 

Overall, from 1983 to 2007, the amount of debt 

held by families in all income tiers rose 

significantly. The total increase in mean debt 

was $19,885 (215%) for lower-income families, 

$69,083 (206%) for middle-income families, 

and $135,572 (122%) for upper-income 

families. The reduction in debt levels from 

2007 to 2010 among middle- and upper-

income families has not been enough to repair 

the damage to their portfolios caused by the Great Recession. 

  

                                    
48 See Pew Research Center (2008) for more evidence on this issue. 

Percentage Change in Mean Net 

Worth, Assets and Liabilities, 

1983-2010 

 
Percentage change 

1983-2001 2001-2007 2007-2010 

All families    

Assets 94 24 -14 

Liabilities 79 52 -4 

Net worth 96 20 -15 

 
  

Upper-income families   

Assets 87 24 -17 

Liabilities 54 44 -6 

Net worth 91 22 -18 

 
  

Middle-income families   

Assets 77 18 -19 

Liabilities 90 61 -11 

Net worth 75 8 -22 

 
  

Lower-income families   

Assets 59 29 -2 

Liabilities 111 49 15 

Net worth 52 24 -7 

Note: Net worth is the difference between the assets owned 
and liabilities held by a family. Families are assigned to 
income categories based on their size-adjusted family 
income. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of Survey of 
Consumer Finances data, 1983-2010 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  
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http://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/tax-policy/Documents/incomemobilitystudy03-08revise.pdf
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APPENDIX 1: DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE ADULT POPULATION IN LOWER-, MIDDLE- AND UPPER-

INCOME HOUSEHOLDS  
 

 

Characteristics of the Adult Population, Middle Income and All, 1971-2011 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Middle-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Age 
 

            

18-29 30 32 25 23 22 -8  28 30 25 22 22 -6 

30-44 29 30 36 34 28 -1  26 27 33 31 26 0 

45-64 31 27 25 30 34 3  31 27 26 31 35 4 

65 and older 9 11 14 13 16 6  15 15 16 16 17 2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Race/Ethnicity* 
 

            

White --- --- 80 73 70 -10  --- --- 77 70 68 -9 

Hispanic --- --- 8 12 13 5  --- --- 9 13 14 5 

Black --- --- 9 10 11 1  --- --- 11 11 12 0 

Asian/Pacific Islander --- --- 3 4 5 2  --- --- 3 4 5 2 

Other --- --- 1 1 2 1  --- --- 1 1 2 1 

 
--- --- 100 100 100   --- --- 100 100 100  

Nativity* 
 

            

Native born --- --- --- 87 86 -1  --- --- --- 86 85 -2 

Foreign born --- --- --- 13 14 1  --- --- --- 14 15 2 

 
--- --- --- 100 100   --- --- --- 100 100  

Marital status 
 

            

Married, spouse present 74 66 62 59 55 -18  69 62 58 56 52 -17 

Never married 16 20 22 24 27 11  16 20 22 24 27 11 

Married, spouse absent/ 
separated/divorced 

5 8 11 13 13 8  6 10 12 14 14 8 

Widowed 6 5 5 5 5 -1  8 8 7 7 6 -2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Cont. on next page 
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Characteristics of the Adult Population, Middle Income and All, 1971-2011 (Cont.) 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Middle-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Education 
 

            

Less than HS diploma 35 24 16 12 10 -25  40 29 22 17 13 -26 

HS diploma or equivalent 41 44 43 35 32 -9  36 39 39 32 30 -6 

Some college 14 18 22 31 32 18  13 17 20 27 28 15 

College grad  10 15 19 22 26 16  11 15 20 24 28 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Own family and presence of 
own children  

            

Married, no child 22 23 24 23 24 2  25 24 24 24 24 -1 

Married, with child 51 43 38 35 31 -20  44 37 34 31 28 -16 

Unmarried 26 34 38 41 45 18  31 38 42 44 48 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Gender and family 
 

            

Male 
 

            

Married 37 33 31 29 28 -9  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 12 16 19 20 22 10  13 17 19 20 23 10 

Female 
 

            

Married 37 33 31 29 28 -9  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 
 

            

No child 12 14 15 15 17 5  14 16 16 17 18 4 

With child 3 4 5 6 6 3  4 5 7 7 7 3 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Notes: *Change for “Race/Ethnicity” is between 1991 and 2011; change for “Nativity” is between 2001 and 2011. Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. “Change 1971-2011” 
calculated before rounding. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. “Other” includes only non-Hispanics. 
“Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, divorced, separated or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, adopted or step child of any age residing in the 
household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Characteristics of the Adult Population, Lower Income and All, 1971-2011 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Lower-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Age 
 

            

18-29 25 28 27 24 25 1  28 30 25 22 22 -6 

30-44 20 22 27 27 24 4  26 27 33 31 26 0 

45-64 24 22 20 23 28 4  31 27 26 31 35 4 

65 and older 31 29 26 27 23 -8  15 15 16 16 17 2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Race/Ethnicity* 
 

            

White --- --- 63 58 55 -9  --- --- 77 70 68 -9 

Hispanic --- --- 15 21 22 7  --- --- 9 13 14 5 

Black --- --- 19 17 17 -2  --- --- 11 11 12 0 

Asian/Pacific Islander --- --- 2 3 4 2  --- --- 3 4 5 2 

Other --- --- 1 1 2 1  --- --- 1 1 2 1 

 
--- --- 100 100 100   --- --- 100 100 100  

Nativity* 
 

            

Native born --- --- --- 82 79 -3  --- --- --- 86 85 -2 

Foreign born --- --- --- 18 21 3  --- --- --- 14 15 2 

 
--- --- --- 100 100   --- --- --- 100 100  

Marital status 
 

            

Married, spouse present 57 49 46 43 38 -19  69 62 58 56 52 -17 

Never married 15 19 23 26 32 18  16 20 22 24 27 11 

Married, spouse absent/ 
separated/divorced 

11 15 17 18 20 9  6 10 12 14 14 8 

Widowed 18 17 15 13 11 -7  8 8 7 7 6 -2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Cont. on next page 
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Characteristics of the Adult Population, Lower Income and All, 1971-2011 (Cont.) 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Lower-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Education 
 

            

Less than HS diploma 64 53 43 34 27 -38  40 29 22 17 13 -26 

HS diploma or equivalent 25 32 39 36 37 13  36 39 39 32 30 -6 

Some college 7 10 12 21 25 17  13 17 20 27 28 15 

College grad  3 5 6 8 11 7  11 15 20 24 28 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Own family and presence of 
own children  

            

Married, no child 25 21 19 20 17 -8  25 24 24 24 24 -1 

Married, with child 32 28 27 24 21 -11  44 37 34 31 28 -16 

Unmarried 43 51 54 57 62 19  31 38 42 44 48 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Gender and family 
 

            

Male 
 

            

Married 29 25 23 22 19 -10  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 12 15 18 20 25 13  13 17 19 20 23 10 

Female 
 

            

Married 28 24 23 22 19 -10  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 
 

            

No child 22 24 22 23 24 2  14 16 16 17 18 4 

With child 9 12 14 13 14 5  4 5 7 7 7 3 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Notes: *Change for “Race/Ethnicity” is between 1991 and 2011; change for “Nativity” is between 2001 and 2011. Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. “Change 1971-2011” 
calculated before rounding. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. “Other” includes only non-Hispanics. 
“Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, divorced, separated or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, adopted or step child of any age residing in the 
household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Characteristics of the Adult Population, Upper Income and All, 1971-2011 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Upper-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Age 
 

            

18-29 25 26 21 17 17 -8  28 30 25 22 22 -6 

30-44 22 28 33 31 25 2  26 27 33 31 26 0 

45-64 45 39 37 43 47 1  31 27 26 31 35 4 

65 and older 7 7 9 9 11 4  15 15 16 16 17 2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Race/Ethnicity* 
 

            

White --- --- 88 82 81 -7  --- --- 77 70 68 -9 

Hispanic --- --- 4 6 6 2  --- --- 9 13 14 5  

Black --- --- 4 6 6 1  --- --- 11 11 12 0  

Asian/Pacific Islander --- --- 3 6 6 3  --- --- 3 4 5 2  

Other --- --- 0 0 1 1  --- --- 1 1 2 1 

 
--- --- 100 100 100   --- --- 100 100 100  

Nativity* 
 

            

Native born --- --- --- 89 89 0  --- --- --- 86 85 -2  

Foreign born --- --- --- 11 11 0  --- --- --- 14 15 2 

 
--- --- --- 100 100   --- --- --- 100 100  

Marital status 
 

            

Married, spouse present 70 66 65 67 65 -4  69 62 58 56 52 -17 

Never married 21 23 23 21 22 1  16 20 22 24 27 11 

Married, spouse absent/ 
separated/divorced 

5 8 9 10 10 5  6 10 12 14 14 8 

Widowed 4 3 3 2 3 -1  8 8 7 7 6 -2 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Cont. on next page  
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Characteristics of the Adult Population, Upper Income and All, 1971-2011 (Cont.) 

% distribution 

 
Adults in Upper-Income Households  All Adults 

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011  1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 
Change, 

1971-2011 

Education 
 

            

Less than HS diploma 18 9 5 4 3 -15  40 29 22 17 13 -26 

HS diploma or equivalent 36 34 27 18 16 -20  36 39 39 32 30 -6 

Some college 20 23 23 26 25 6  13 17 20 27 28 15 

College grad  27 34 45 52 56 29  11 15 20 24 28 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Own family and presence of 
own children  

            

Married, no child 34 33 33 34 34 0  25 24 24 24 24 -1 

Married, with child 36 33 32 32 31 -5  44 37 34 31 28 -16 

Unmarried 30 34 35 33 35 4  31 38 42 44 48 17 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Gender and family 
 

            

Male 
 

            

Married 35 33 32 33 33 -2  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 17 21 20 19 19 2  13 17 19 20 23 10 

Female 
 

            

Married 35 33 32 33 33 -2  34 31 29 28 26 -8 

Unmarried 
 

            

No child 12 12 13 12 13 1  14 16 16 17 18 4 

With child 1 1 2 2 2 1  4 5 7 7 7 3 

 
100 100 100 100 100   100 100 100 100 100  

Notes: *Change for “Race/Ethnicity” is between 1991 and 2011; change for “Nativity” is between 2001 and 2011. Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. “Change 1971-2011” 
calculated before rounding. Hispanics are of any race. Whites, blacks, and Asians and Pacific Islanders are non-Hispanic, single-race-only groups. “Other” includes only non-Hispanics. 
“Unmarried” includes “married, spouse absent,” never married, divorced, separated or widowed. “With child” includes adults with a biological, adopted or step child of any age residing in the 
household. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



107 

 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

APPENDIX 2: METHODOLOGY FOR INCOME AND WEALTH 

ANALYSIS 

 

Data Sources 

 

The demographic and income data in this report are derived from the Current Population 

Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements (ASEC) conducted in March of every year. 

The specific files used in this report are from March 1971 to March 2011, the latest year for 

which ASEC data are available. Conducted jointly by the U.S. Census Bureau and the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, the CPS is a monthly survey of approximately 55,000 households and is the 

source of the nation’s official statistics on unemployment. The ASEC survey in March typically 

features a larger sample size and updates the nation’s social and economic portrait in between 

decennial censuses. Data on income and poverty from the ASEC survey serves as the basis for 

the well-known Census Bureau report on income, poverty and health insurance in the United 

States (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor and Smith, 2011). The ASEC surveys also collect data on the 

income of a household in the preceding calendar year. Thus, the 1971 to 2011 files used in this 

report contain data on income from 1970 to 2010. 

 

Methodological revisions in the CPS may have an impact on the trends in household income. 

Burkhauser, Larrimore and Simon (2011) point to the 1993 revisions as having an impact on 

the comparability of income data before and after that date. A complete listing of the revisions 

made to the CPS methods is available at http://www.census.gov/cps/about/history.html.  

 

The CPS microdata used in this report are the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) 

provided by the University of Minnesota. The IPUMS assigns uniform codes, to the extent 

possible, to data collected in the CPS over the years. More information about the IPUMS, 

including variable definition and sampling error, is available at 

http://cps.ipums.org/cps/documentation.shtml.  

 

The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) is sponsored by the Federal Reserve Board of 

Governors and the Department of Treasury. It has been conducted every three years since 1983 

and is designed to provide detailed information on the finances of U.S. families. The SCF 

sample typically consists of approximately 4,500 families, but the 2010 survey included about 

6,500 families. Unlike the decennial censuses and the ACS, the sampling unit in the SCF is the 

“primary economic unit” (PEU), not the household. As stated by the Federal Reserve Board, 

“the PEU consists of an economically dominant single individual or couple (married or living 

as partners) in a household and all other individuals in the household who are financially 

interdependent with that individual or couple.”  

http://www.census.gov/cps/
http://www.census.gov/cps/
http://www.census.gov/cps/about/history.html
http://cps.ipums.org/cps/
http://cps.ipums.org/cps/documentation.shtml
http://www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/oss/oss2/scfindex.html
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There are notable differences between the SCF data the Federal Reserve Board releases for 

public use and the data it uses to publish estimates of family income and wealth. One 

difference is that estimates published by the Federal Reserve Board are often based on 

preliminary data, while the public-use files represent edited versions of the data. Also, prior to 

public release, the Federal Reserve Board alters the data using statistical procedures that may 

affect the estimates, albeit not significantly. That is done for reasons of confidentiality. 

 

Income and Wealth 

 

Household income is the sum of incomes earned by all members of the household in the 

calendar year preceding the date of the survey. The CPS collects data on money income 

received (exclusive of certain money receipts, such as capital gains) before payments for such 

things as personal income taxes, Social Security, union dues and Medicare deductions. Non-

cash transfers, such as food stamps, health benefits, subsidized housing and energy assistance, 

are not included. The Census Bureau also states that “… there is a tendency in household 

surveys for respondents to under report their income. From an analysis of independently 

derived income estimates, it has been determined that wages and salaries tend to be much 

better reported than such income types as public assistance, Social Security, and net income 

from interest, dividends, rents, etc.” More detail on the definition of income in the CPS is 

available in the documentation of the data 

(http://www.census.gov/apsd/techdoc/cps/cpsmar11.pdf). It should be noted that income 

data in the CPS public-use microdata files are top coded to prevent the identification of a few 

individuals who might report very high levels of income. 

 

Wealth, or net worth, is the difference between the value of assets owned by households and 

the value of the liabilities (or debt) held by the household. Assets include items such as the 

value of an owned home, value of a business, accounts in financial institutions, stocks and 

bonds, 401(k) and thrift accounts, individual retirement accounts and Keogh accounts, rental 

properties, motor vehicles and other personal property. Liabilities include home mortgages, 

credit card debt, student loans, vehicle loans and business debt. The SCF does not account for 

the discounted values of Social Security benefits or defined benefit pension plans.  

 

The data on income and wealth are adjusted for inflation with the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 

Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS) as published in DeNavas-Walt, Proctor and 

Smith (2011). This is the price index series used by the U.S. Census Bureau to deflate the data 

it publishes on household income. Since 1978, this is the CPI-U-RS index as published by the 

BLS. For years prior to 1978, the Census Bureau made its own adjustment to the CPI-U to 

approximate the trend in the CPI-U-RS. 

http://www.census.gov/apsd/techdoc/cps/cpsmar11.pdf
http://cps.ipums.org/cps/inctaxcodes.shtml
http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpiurs1978_2007.pdf
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The choice of a price index does not affect the allocation of households into lower-, middle- or 

upper-income categories at a point in time. That is because the same price index applies to the 

incomes of all households and does not affect their income-based rank. However, the choice of 

a price index does affect measures of absolute progress over time. For example, from 1970 to 

2010, the price level rose either 462% (CPI-U) or 401% (CPI-U-RS). This means that someone 

earning $10,000 per year in 1970 would be just as well off in 2010 earning either $56,200 

(using the CPI-U) or $50,110 (using the CPI-U-RS).  

 

The Choice of Time Periods 

 

When examining trends in economic indicators over time, it is generally desirable to avoid 

comparisons across different points of the business cycle. The income comparisons in this 

study are based on data pertaining to 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010. The first three dates 

encompass periods of recessions (December 1969 to November 1970, January to July 1980, 

and July 1990 to March 1991). However, 2000 represents the peak of a business cycle and 

2010 follows on the heels of the Great Recession (December 2007 to June 2009).49 Thus, 

changes in income from 1990 to 2000 and from 2000 to 2010 reflect, in part, the shorter-run 

effects of business cycles. 

 

With regard to the wealth analysis, the dates of reference are 1983, 1992, 2001, 2007 and 2010. 

The first three dates represent the tail ends of recessions, 2007 is in the midst of an expansion, 

and 2010 is again at the tail end of a recession. Data for 2007 are included to capture the 

impact of the Great Recession. 

 

Households and Families in Census Data 

 

The Census Bureau defines a household as the entire group of persons who live in a single 

dwelling unit. A household may consist of several persons living together or one person living 

alone. It includes the household head and all of his or her relatives living in the dwelling unit 

and also any lodgers, live-in housekeepers, nannies and other residents not related to the head 

of the household. 

 

A family by contrast is composed of all related individuals in the same housing units. Single 

people living alone or two or more adult roommates are not considered families according to 

the Census Bureau approach. In the vast majority of cases, each housing unit contains either a 

single family or single person living alone. In the case of roommates, one person is designated 

                                    
49 Business cycle dates are from the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER). 

http://www.nber.org/cycles/cyclesmain.html
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the “householder” (usually whoever owns the unit or in whose name the lease is held), and the 

other person or persons are designated secondary individuals. In a few cases, there are 

households with families in which neither adult is the householder. These families are 

designated as either related or unrelated subfamilies, depending on whether one of the adults 

is related to the householder. 

 

Adjusting Income for Household Size 

 

Household income data reported in this study are adjusted for the number of people in a 

household. That is done because a four-person household with an income of, say, $50,000 

faces a tighter budget constraint than a two-person household with the same income. In 

addition to comparisons across households at a given point in time, this adjustment is useful 

for measuring changes in the income of households over time. That is because average 

household size in the United States has decreased from 3.2 persons in 1970 to 2.5 persons in 

2010, a drop of 20%. Ignoring this demographic change would mean ignoring a commensurate 

loosening of the household budget constraint.  

 

At its simplest, adjusting for household size could mean converting household income into per 

capita income. Thus, a two-person household with an income of $50,000 would have a per 

capita income of $25,000, double the per capita income of a four-person household with the 

same total income. 

 

A more sophisticated framework for household size adjustment recognizes that there are 

economies of scale in consumer expenditures. For example, a two-bedroom apartment may not 

cost twice as much to rent as a one-bedroom apartment. Two household members could 

carpool to work for the same cost as a single household member, and so on. For that reason, 

most researchers make adjustments for household size using the method of “equivalence 

scales” (Garner, Ruiz-Castillo and Sastre, 2003, and Short, Garner, Johnson and Doyle, 1999). 

 

A common equivalence-scale adjustment is defined as follows: 

 

Adjusted household income = Household income / (Household size)N 

 

By this method, household income is divided by household size exponentiated by “N,” where N 

is a number between 0 and 1. 

 

Note that if N = 0, the denominator equals 1. In that case, no adjustment is made for 

household size. If N = 1, the denominator equals household size, and that is the same as 
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converting household income into per capita income. The usual approach is to let N be some 

number between 0 and 1. Following other researchers, this study uses N = 0.5 (for example, 

see Johnson, Smeeding and Torrey, 2005). In practical terms, this means that household 

income is divided by the square root of household size—1.41 for a two-person household, 1.73 

for a three-person household, 2.00 for a four-person household, and so on.50 

 

Once household incomes have been converted to a “uniform” household size, they can be 

scaled to reflect any household size. The income data reported in this study are computed for 

three-person households, the closest whole number to the average size of a U.S. household 

since 1970. That is done as follows: 

 

Three-person household income = Adjusted household income * [(3)0.5] 

 

As discussed in the main body of the report, adjusting for household size has an effect on 

trends in income since 1970. However, it is important to note that once the adjustment has 

been made, it is immaterial whether one scales incomes to one-, two-, three- or four-person 

households. Regardless of the choice of household size, the same results would emerge with 

respect to the trends in the well-being of lower-, middle- and upper-income groups. 

 

 

  

                                    
50 One issue with adjusting for household size is that while demographic data on household composition pertain to the survey 

date, income data typically pertain to the preceding year. Because household composition can change over time, for example, 

through marriage, divorce or death, the household size that is measured at the survey date may not be the same as that at the 

time the income was earned and spent (Debels and Vandecasteele, 2008). 
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APPENDIX 3: SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

 

2012 Middle-Class Update Survey 
Prepared by Princeton Survey Research Associates International 

for the Pew Research Center’s Social & Demographic Trends project 

 

SUMMARY 

 

The 2012 Middle-Class Update Survey, sponsored by the Pew Research Center’s Social & 

Demographic Trends project, obtained telephone interviews with a nationally representative 

sample of 2,508 adults living in the United States. The survey was conducted by Princeton 

Survey Research Associates International. Interviews were done in English and Spanish by 

Princeton Data Source and Universal Survey Center from July 16 to 26, 2012. Statistical results 

are weighted to correct known demographic discrepancies. The margin of sampling error for 

the complete set of weighted data is ±2.8 percentage points. 

 

Details on the design, execution and analysis of the survey are discussed below. 

 

Sample Design 

 

A combination of landline and cell random digit dial (RDD) samples was used to reach a 

representative sample of all adults the United States who have access to either a landline or 

cellular telephone. Both samples were disproportionately-stratified to increase the incidence of 

African-American and Hispanic respondents. Within strata, phone numbers were drawn with 

equal probabilities. The landline samples were list-assisted and drawn from active blocks 

containing three or more residential listing while the cell samples were not list-assisted, but 

were drawn through a systematic sampling from dedicated wireless 100-blocks and shared 

service 100-blocks with no directory-listed landline numbers. 

 

Questionnaire Development and Testing 

 

The questionnaire was developed by the Social Trends & Demographics project. To improve 

the quality of the data, the questionnaire was pre-tested with a small number of respondents 

using RDD landline telephone numbers. The monitored pre-test interviews were conducted 

using experienced interviewers who could best judge the quality of the answers given and the 

degree to which respondents understood the questions. Some final changes were made to the 

questionnaire based on the monitored pre-test interviews. 
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Contact Procedures 

 

Interviews were conducted from July 16 to 26, 2012. As many as seven attempts were made to 

contact every sampled telephone number. Sample was released for interviewing in replicates, 

which are representative subsamples of the larger sample. Using replicates to control the 

release of sample ensures that complete call procedures are followed for the entire sample.  

 

Calls were staggered over times of day and days of the week to maximize the chance of making 

contact with potential respondents. Each phone number received at least one daytime call. 

 

For the landline sample, interviewers asked to speak with either the youngest adult male or 

female currently at home based on a random rotation. If no male/female was available at the 

time of the call, interviewers asked to speak with the youngest adult of the opposite sex. This 

systematic respondent selection technique has been shown to produce samples that closely 

mirror the population in terms of age and gender when combined with cell sample. 

 

For the cell sample, interviews were attempted with the person who answered the phone. 

Interviewers first verified that the person was an adult and in a safe place before continuing 

with the interview. 

 

Weighting and Analysis 

 

Weighting is generally used in survey analysis to adjust for effects of the sample design and to 

compensate for patterns of non-response that might bias results. The weighting was 

accomplished in multiple stages to account for the disproportionately stratified sample, the 

overlapping landline and cell sample frames, and differential non-response associated with 

sample demographics. 
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The first stage of weighting compensated for the disproportionate sample design. This 

adjustment (called SAMPWT in the dataset) was computed by dividing the proportion of the 

population from each stratum by the proportion of sample drawn from the stratum.  

 

The landline and cell samples were drawn 

using the same relative sampling fractions 

within strata. Table 1 shows the SAMPWT 

values by strata. 

 

The second stage of weighting corrected for 

different probabilities of selection based on the 

number of adults in each household and each 

respondent’s telephone use (i.e., whether the 

respondent has access to a landline, to a cell 

phone or to both types of phone). 

 

 

 

The second-stage weight can be expressed as: 

 

 

    
   
   

 
 

   
         

 

 

 

 

Both adjustments were incorporated into a first-stage weight that was used as an input weight 

for post-stratification. The data were raked to match sample distributions to population 

parameters. The black and white/other samples were raked to match parameters for sex by  

Table 1. SAMPWT by Stratum 

Strata 
Population 

Dist'n 
Sample 
Dist'n SAMPWT 

1 10.8% 1.8% 5.96 

2 9.0% 3.0% 2.98 

3 9.8% 3.3% 2.98 

4 9.5% 3.2% 2.98 

5 10.6% 7.1% 1.49 

6 9.0% 12.0% 0.75 

7 9.7% 13.1% 0.75 

8 11.4% 19.2% 0.60 

9 9.3% 15.7% 0.60 

10 10.7% 21.6% 0.50 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

  

LLi =1 if respondent has a landline phone and =0 if respondent has no landline phone 

CP =1 if respondent has a cell phone and =0 if respondent has no cell phone 

SLL the size of the landline sample 

SCP the size of the cell sample 

R the estimated ratio of the size of the landline sample frame to the size of the cell sample frame. For 
this survey, R=0.67. 
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age, sex by education, age by 

education and region. 

Hispanics were raked to 

match population 

parameters for sex by age, 

sex by education, age by 

education and region. In 

addition, the  

 

Hispanic group was raked to 

a nativity parameter. 

The combined data were 

then raked to match 

population parameters for 

sex by age, sex by education, 

age by education, region, 

household phone use and 

population density. The 

white, non-Hispanic 

subgroup was also balanced 

by age, education and region. 

The telephone usage 

parameter was derived from 

an analysis of recently 

available National Health 

Interview Survey data.51 The 

population density 

parameter is county-based 

and was derived from Census 

2000 data. All other 

weighting parameters were 

derived from the Census 

Bureau’s 2011 Annual Social 

and Economic Supplement 

(ASEC). 

                                    
51 Blumberg Stephen J., and Julian V. Luke. 2012. “Wireless substitution: Early release of estimates from the National Health 

Interview Survey, July-December, 2011.” National Center for Health Statistics, June. 

Table 2. Sample Demographics 

% 

 Parameter Unweighted Weighted 

Gender    
Male 48.6 45.7 48.8 
Female 51.4 54.3 51.2 
    

Age    
18-24 12.8 9.4 12.5 
25-34 18.0 12.9 17.7 
35-44 17.2 12.8 17.0 
45-54 19.0 18.8 19.7 
55-64 16.0 20.4 16.0 
65+ 17.0 25.6 17.1 
    

Educational Attainment    
Less than H.S. 13.3 9.4 11.7 
H.S. grad 30.4 26.0 30.0 
Some college 28.5 25.1 28.6 
College grad 27.8 39.5 29.7 
    

Race/Ethnicity    
White/not Hispanic 67.8 61.6 67.9 
Black/not Hispanic 11.5 16.6 11.6 
Hispanic - US born 6.6 8.6 6.8 
Hispanic - born outside US 7.4 6.7 7.2 
Other/not Hispanic 6.7 6.5 6.4 
    

Region    
Northeast 18.3 16.8 19.0 
Midwest 21.7 16.1 22.0 
South 36.8 43.1 36.6 
West 23.2 24.0 22.4 
    

County Pop. Density    
1 - Lowest 20.1 16.8 20.6 
2 20.0 18.9 20.3 
3 20.1 18.7 19.9 
4 20.2 20.0 19.7 
5 – Highest 19.6 25.7 19.5 
    

Household Phone Use    
LLO 7.0 7.3 7.2 
Dual - few, some cell 39.0 51.8 40.2 
Dual - most cell 18.8 19.5 19.0 
CPO 35.2 21.4 33.6 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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This stage of weighting, which incorporated each respondent's first-stage weight, was 

accomplished using Sample Balancing, a special iterative sample weighting program that 

simultaneously balances the distributions of all variables using a statistical technique called 

the Deming Algorithm. The raking corrects for differential non-response that is related to 

particular demographic characteristics of the sample. This weight ensures that the 

demographic characteristics of the sample closely approximate the demographic 

characteristics of the population. Table 2 compares full sample weighted and unweighted 

sample demographics to population parameters. 

 

Effects of Sample Design on Statistical Inference 

 

Post-data collection statistical adjustments require analysis procedures that reflect departures 

from simple random sampling. PSRAI calculates the effects of these design features so that an 

appropriate adjustment can be incorporated into tests of statistical significance when using 

these data.  

 

The so-called design effect, or deff, represents the loss in statistical efficiency that results from 

a disproportionate sample design and systematic non-response. The total sample design effect 

for this survey is 2.05. 

 

PSRAI calculates the composite design effect for a sample of size n, with each case having a 

weight, wi as: 
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In a wide range of situations, the adjusted standard error of a statistic should be calculated by 

multiplying the usual formula by the square root of the design effect (√deff ). Thus, the 

formula for computing the 95% confidence interval around a percentage is: 

 

 
 

 

 

where p̂  is the sample estimate and n is the unweighted number of sample cases in the group 

being considered. 

 

The survey’s margin of error 

is the largest 95% confidence 

interval for any estimated 

proportion based on the total 

sample—the one around 

50%. For example, the 

margin of error for the entire 

sample is ±2.8 percentage 

points. This means that in 95 

out of every 100 samples 

drawn using the same 

methodology, estimated 

proportions based on the entire sample will be no more than 2.8 percentage points away from 

their true values in the population. It is important to remember that sampling fluctuations are 

only one possible source of error in a survey estimate. Other sources, such as respondent 

selection bias, question wording and reporting inaccuracy may contribute additional error of 

greater or lesser magnitude. Table 3 shows design effects and margins of error for key 

subgroups. 
  

Table 3. Design Effects and Margins of Sampling 

Error 

Subhead 

 
Sample 

Size 
Design 
Effect Margin of Error 

Total Sample 2,508 2.05 2.8 percentage points 

    

White, not Hispanic 1,514 2.20 3.7 percentage points 

Black, not Hispanic 407 1.37 5.7 percentage points 

Hispanic 377 1.20 5.5 percentage points 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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APPENDIX 4: TOPLINE QUESTIONNAIRE  

 
PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

JULY 2012 MIDDLE CLASS UPDATE SURVEY 
FINAL TOPLINE 

 JULY 16-JULY 26, 2012 
TOTAL N=2,508 

 
NOTE: ALL NUMBERS ARE PERCENTAGES. THE PERCENTAGES GREATER THAN ZERO BUT LESS THAN 0.5 
% ARE REPLACED BY AN ASTERISK (*). COLUMNS/ROWS MAY NOT TOTAL 100% DUE TO ROUNDING. 
UNLESS OTHERWISE NOTED, ALL TRENDS REFERENCE SURVEYS FROM SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC 
TRENDS AND THE PEW RESEARCH CENTER FOR THE PEOPLE & THE PRESS. PERCENTAGES FOR SUB-
GROUPS ARE NOT REPORTED WHEN N IS LESS THAN 100. 

 
[NOTE: PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE FAVORABILITY, CANDIDATE PREFERENCE, VOTER REGISTRATION, 
AND OTHER QUESTIONS RELEASED IN EARLIER REPORT] 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.1 Generally, how would you say things are these days in your life – would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, 

or not too happy? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 

30 Very happy  42 32 20 
47 Pretty happy  48 48 46 
21 Not too happy 10 18 31 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 1 2 
  (n=507) (n=1,287) (n=670) 

 
Trends:52 

Very  
happy 

Pretty  
happy 

Not too  
happy 

DK/Refused  
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 30 47 21 1 
Dec 2011 31 50 15 3 
Sep 2011 30 47 20 3 
Mar 2011 30 52 16 2 
Jan 2010 28 54 16 2 
Jul 2009(18+)53   34 49 15 3 
Apr 2009 29 52 16 4 
Feb 2009 32 49 15 4 
Oct 2008 29 51 17 3 
Jun 2008 35 48 14 3 
Sep 2006 36 51 12 1 
Nov 2005 29 56 14 1 
Oct 2005 34 50 15 1 
Late Mar 2003 29 51 16 4 
Feb 2003 29 51 17 3 
Sep 1996 34 53 11 2 

 

                                    
52 Unless otherwise noted, trends throughout the topline are based on total sample. 
53 The Jul 2009 survey was based on respondents ages 16 and older. In this topline, all Jul 2009 trends are based on respondents 

ages 18 and older only. 



119 

 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

ASK ALL: 
Q.2 Next, please tell me whether you are satisfied or dissatisfied, on the whole, with the following aspects of your life: 

(First/Next) [READ AND RANDOMIZE] [IF NECESSARY: Are you satisfied or dissatisfied?) REQUIRED 
PROBE: Would you say you are VERY (dis)satisfied or SOMEWHAT (dis)satisfied? 

 
a. Your family life  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 

72 Very satisfied 85 78 57 
17 Somewhat satisfied  9 16 24 
5 Somewhat dissatisfied 3 3 9 
4 Very dissatisfied 2 2 7 
1 Does not apply (VOL.) 1 * 1 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 1 2 

 

b. Your personal financial situation  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 

29 Very satisfied 49 32 13 
35 Somewhat satisfied  36 40 29 
17 Somewhat dissatisfied 8 16 23 
17 Very dissatisfied 4 10 34 
* Does not apply (VOL.) 1 * * 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 2 1 

 
c.  Your present housing situation  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
60 Very satisfied 75 67 39 
26 Somewhat satisfied  18 23 35 
7 Somewhat dissatisfied 4 5 11 
7 Very dissatisfied 2 4 14 
* Does not apply (VOL.) 0 0 * 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 0 1 1 

 
d. Your education  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
56 Very satisfied 79 61 34 
28 Somewhat satisfied  14 28 36 
8 Somewhat dissatisfied 6 6 13 
6 Very dissatisfied 1 3 14 
1 Does not apply (VOL.) * 1 1 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 1 1 
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Q.2 CONTINUED … 
 
Trends:  

  
Very 

satisfied 

 
Somewhat 
satisfied 

 
Somewhat 
dissatisfied 

 
Very 

dissatisfied 

Does not 
apply 

(VOL.) 

 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

a. Your family life       
Jul 2012 72 17 5 4 1 2 
Dec 2011 69 20 5 3 * 2 
Sep 2011 67 22 5 4 n/a 3 
Mar 2011 72 19 4 3 * 2 
Oct 2010 75 19 4 2 * 1 
Pew Global Attitudes: May 200954 66 24 5 2 n/a 2 
Jun 2008 69 22 4 2 1 2 
Pew Forum: May 200755 75 18 3 2 n/a 2 
Pew Global Attitudes: Apr 2007 65 24 6 4 n/a 1 
Oct 2005 72 19 4 3 1 1 
Pew Global Attitudes: Aug 2002 67 24 5 3 n/a 1 
Jan 1999 71 20 4 3 n/a 2 
Nov 1996 69 21 6 3 n/a 1 

       
b. Your personal financial situation       

Jul 2012 29 35 17 17 * 2 
Dec 2011 27 38 16 17 * 2 
Sep 2011 25 35 19 18 n/a 2 
Mar 2011 28 39 17 14 * 2 
Oct 2010 29 40 14 14 * 2 
Feb 200956 23 43 18 13 * 3 

       

c. Your present housing situation       
Jul 2012 60 26 7 7 * 1 
Dec 2011 57 28 8 6 0 1 
Mar 2011 56 29 7 5 * 2 
Feb 200957 56 30 8 4 * 2 
Oct 2005 63 25 6 5 * 1 
Jan 1999 61 28 6 4 n/a 1 
Nov 1996 56 31 7 5 n/a 1 

       
d. Your education       

Jul 2012 56 28 8 6 1 1 
Dec 2011 52 30 12 5 * 2 
Mar 2011 50 32 10 5 1 2 

 
 

                                    
54 In Pew Global Attitudes Project trends from May 2009, Apr 2007 and Aug 2002, the introduction read: “As I read each of the 

following, please tell me whether you are very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with this 

aspect of your life…” 
55 In May 2007, question read, “Next, please tell me how satisfied you are with the following things. (First/next), how satisfied 

are you with…your family life. [READ FOR FIRST ITEM THEN AS NECESSARY: Are you very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, 

somewhat DISsatisfied, or very DISsatisfied?]” 
56 For Q.2b and Q2c, the Feb 2009 trend question read, “Please tell me whether, on the whole, you are very satisfied, somewhat 

satisfied, somewhat DISsatisfied, or very dissatisfied with the following aspects of your life… 
57 In Feb 2009 and earlier, the item was “your housing situation.” 
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ASK ALL: 
Q.3   Compared to your parents when they were the age you are now, do you think your own standard of living now is 

much better, somewhat better, about the same, somewhat worse, or much worse than theirs was? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
36 Much better 53 37 25 
21 Somewhat better  18 23 22 
22 About the same 19 24 21 
10 Somewhat worse 3 9 15 
7 Much worse 4 4 14 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 3 3 2 

 
Trends: 

Much 
better 

Somewhat 
better 

About 
the same 

Somewhat 
worse 

Much 
worse 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 36 21 22 10 7 3 
Pew Global Attitudes: Mar 
201258 

31 29 20 12 6 2 

Dec 2011 36 24 23 10 5 2 
Mar 2011 35 26 23 9 4 3 
May 2010 31 26 23 11 6 3 
Jan 2008 38 27 19 9 5 2 
GSS 2010 29 29 25 12 4 1 
GSS 2008 31 31 21 11 5 1 
GSS 2006 35 31 21 9 3 1 
GSS 2004 39 31 18 8 3 1 
GSS 2002 35 33 19 10 2 1 
GSS 2000 35 31 21 9 3 2 
GSS 1998 33 32 21 10 3 1 
GSS 1996 33 29 21 12 3 2 
GSS 1994 32 32 21 10 3 2 

 
ASK ALL: 
 Q.4  When your children are at the age you are now, do you think their standard of living will be much better, somewhat 

better, about the same, somewhat worse, or much worse than yours is now? 
  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
24 Much better 26 25 22 
18 Somewhat better  18 18 19 
19 About the same 25 21 12 
15 Somewhat worse 11 14 18 
13 Much worse 7 12 17 
6 No children (VOL.) 6 5 6 
6 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 7 6 6 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                    
58 In Apr 2012, a voluntary response of “Parents did not live to the age of respondent” accounted for the remaining 1% of 

responses. 
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Q.4 CONTINUED …  
 
Trends: 

Much 
better 

Somewhat 
better 

About the 
same 

Somewhat 
worse 

Much 
worse 

No children 
(VOL.) 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 24 18 19 15 13 6 6 
Dec 2011 28 20 19 13 10 6 5 
Mar 2011 26 22 19 12 9 6 5 
May 2010 24 21 19 16 10 6 4 
Jan 2008 26 23 20 14 7 5 5 
GSS 2010 24 28 18 13 5 8 3 
GSS 2008 27 26 18 13 5 9 3 
GSS 2006 28 29 18 11 3 10 2 
GSS 2004 23 30 22 11 3 9 2 
GSS 2002 26 35 18 8 2 9 2 
GSS 2000 28 31 16 7 3 11 4 
GSS 1998 22 33 20 9 3 9 4 
GSS 1996 20 27 20 17 5 7 4 
GSS 1994 16 29 22 15 5 9 4 

 
ASK ALL: 
AGE What is your age? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 

21 18-29 22 18 26 

34 30-49  32 33 37 

27 50-64 30 26 26 

17 65+ 15 22 10 

1 Don't know/Refused (VOL.) 2 1 1 

 
IF AGES 18-64, ASK: 
Q.4A    In your lifetime do you think you will eventually have a better standard of living than your parents had in their peak 
             financial years, or not? [IF NO: Will your living standard NOT be as good as your parents’, or will it be just the same? 

 
Total  Upper Middle Lower 

66 Yes, will have better living standard 72 71 55 
22 No, will have worse living standard  16 17 31 
7 Expect living standard to be the same 6 7 8 

* 
Currently have a better standard of 
living than parents (VOL.) 

0 * * 

1 
Had a better standard of living but 
not now (VOL.) 

1 * * 

5 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 4 4 6 
(n=1,835)  (n=376) (n=885) (n=552) 

 
Thank you. Here’s the next question: 
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ASK ALL: 
Q.5 If you were asked to use one of these commonly used names for the social classes, which would you say you belong 

in? The upper class, upper-middle class, middle class, lower-middle class, or lower class? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
17 Upper (NET) 100 0 0 

2 Upper class 10 0 0 
15 Upper-middle class 90 0 0 

49 Middle class 0 100 0 
32 Lower (NET) 0 0 100 

25 Lower-middle class 0 0 77 
7 Lower class 0 0 23 

2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 0 0 0 
 
Trends: 

Upper 
class 

Upper-
middle class 

Middle 
class 

Lower-
middle class 

Lower 
class 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 2 15 49 25 7 2 
Apr 2012 1 11 47 27 11 2 
Dec 2011 1 15 46 25 11 2 
Mar 2011 2 17 52 20 7 2 
May 2010 2 18 50 21 8 1 
Jan 2008 2 19 53 19 6 1 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.6  What about when you were growing up: Was your immediate family in the upper class, upper middle class, middle 

class, lower-middle class, or lower class? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
18 Upper (NET) 34 16 12 

2 Upper class 4 3 1 
15 Upper-middle class 29 13 11 

36 Middle class 34 44 26 
45 Lower (NET) 32 40 61 

28 Lower-middle class 20 29 30 
17 Lower class 12 10 31 

1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 1 1 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.7 Thinking about today compared to ten years ago, do you think it is easier or harder for people to GET AHEAD 

today, or is it about the same as it was? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
9 Easier to get ahead 9 9 9 

72 Harder to get ahead 65 71 77 
18 About the same as it was ten years ago 24 19 12 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 2 1 2 
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Q.7 CONTINUED … 
 
Trend: 

Easier to 
get ahead 

Harder to 
get ahead 

About the 
same 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 9 72 18 2 
Jan 200859 13 63 22 2 

 
QUESTIONS 8A THROUGH 8C AND 9A THROUGH 9E HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.9A1    Thinking now about the country’s long-term economic future, would you say you are very optimistic, somewhat 

optimistic, somewhat pessimistic or very pessimistic?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
10 Very optimistic 11 11 9 
39 Somewhat optimistic 46 44 29 
26 Somewhat pessimistic 27 25 27 
20 Very pessimistic 13 17 28 
2 Both equally/Mixed (VOL.) 1 1 2 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 3 5 

 
ASK ALL:       
Q.10     On balance, do you think new technologies such as computers, the internet and other innovations have 

[RANDOMIZE: (increased) or (decreased) the number of jobs in the United States, or have they made no 
difference?  

     
Total  Upper Middle Lower 

40 Increased 46 42 35 
32 Decreased 27 32 35 
21 No difference 21 19 24 
1 Mixed (VOL.) 1 1 1 
5 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 5 5 4 

 
ASK ALL:           
Q.11   Which statement comes closer to your own views—even if neither is exactly right. [READ IN ORDER]  
  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
63 Most people who want to get ahead can make it if   

they’re willing to work hard [OR] 
71 67 51 

34 Hard work and determination are no guarantee of 
success for most people 

27 29 45 

2 Neither/Both equally (VOL.) 1 2 2 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 2 1 

 
 
 
 
 

                                    
59 In Jan 2008, this question was part of a rotated pair. The other question asked if it is easier or harder for people to FALL 

BEHIND. Trend data has been filtered so that only those respondents who received GET AHEAD first in the rotation are shown 

here [n=1,218].  
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Q.11 CONTINUED … 
 
Trends for Comparison:60 

Most people who want to get 
ahead can make it if they’re 

willing to work hard 

Hard work and determination 
are no guarantee of success 

for most people 

Neither/ 
Both/DK/Ref. 

(VOL.) 
Jul 2012 63 34 3 
Dec 2011 58 40 3 
Feb 2011 62 34 4 
Pew Forum: May 2007 67 29 4 
Feb 2006 64 33 3 
Dec 2005 64 33 3 
Dec 2004 68 28 4 
Aug 2000 73 24 3 
Jul 1999 74 23 3 
Jul 1994 68 30 2 

 
IF SAY PEOPLE CAN GET AHEAD IF THEY WORK HARD (Q.11=1):  
Q.11A Do you think it is more true or less true today than it was in the past, that most people who want to get ahead can 

make it if they're willing to work hard?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
59 More true today 51 63 56 
30 Less true today 35 27 33 
9 The same/No change (VOL.) 14 8 8 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 2 4 

(n=1,572)  (n=348) (n=861) (n=337) 
 
IF SAY HARD WORK IS NO GUARANTEE OF SUCCESS (Q.11=2):  
Q.11B  Do you think there was a time in America when most people who wanted to get ahead could make it if they were 

willing to work hard, or was this never true?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
82 Was a time when true 84 81 83 
15 Never a time when true 15 15 15 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 4 2 

(n=824)  (n=148) (n=365) (n=303) 
 

NO QUESTION 12; QUESTIONS 13 AND 13B HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
Next,  
ASK ALL: 
OWNRENT Do you own or rent your home [IF AGE < 35: or do you live in a dorm or live with your parents]? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
58 Own 68 65 41 
31 Rent 19 25 46 
1 Live in a dorm 1 * 1 
8 Live with parents 8 7 9 
2 Other arrangement (VOL.) 2 1 4 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 * * 

                                    
60 All trends were asked as a part of a list of opposing statements. 
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QUESTION E1 (RETIREMENT STATUS), 14, E2 (ENROLLMENT STATUS), E3 (EMPLOYMENT STATUS), 15, 
E3A (UNEMPLOYED/LOOKING FOR WORK), E3B (PART TIME/WANT FULL TIME) HELD FOR FUTURE 
RELEASE 
 

RANDOMIZE ORDER OF Q.16 AND Q.16A 

ASK ALL: 
Q.16      (Next,) Thinking about what Barack Obama might do for some groups if he were elected for a second term, do you 

think his policies would help [INSERT FIRST ITEM; RANDOMIZE], or not? How about [NEXT ITEM]? [IF 
NECESSARY: Would Barack Obama’s policies help [ITEM], or not?]  

 

a. Middle class people 

 
Total 

 Upper Middle Lower 

50 Yes, would help 52 52 49 
39 No, would not help 40 39 39 
1 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 1 1 1 
9 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 7 8 11 

 
b. Wealthy people 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
37 Yes, would help 34 38 38 
48 No, would not help 54 48 46 
2 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 3 2 2 

12 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 9 12 14 
 
c. Poor people 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
60 Yes, would help 62 62 55 
30 No, would not help 30 28 34 
2 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 1 2 2 
9 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 7 8 9 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.16A    (Next,) Thinking about what Mitt Romney might do for some groups if he were elected president, do you think his 

policies would help [INSERT FIRST ITEM; RANDOMIZE ITEMS IN SAME ORDER AS Q.16], or not? How 
about [NEXT ITEM]? [IF NECESSARY: Would Mitt Romney’s policies help [ITEM], or not?]  

 
a. Middle class people 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
40 Yes, would help 46 42 34 
41 No, would not help 37 40 46 
3 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 4 2 3 

16 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 13 16 16 
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Q.16A CONTINUED … 
 

b. Wealthy people 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
71 Yes, would help 73 71 72 
12 No, would not help 13 11 12 
2 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 2 2 1 

16 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 13 16 16 
 

c. Poor people 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
31 Yes, would help 37 33 26 
53 No, would not help 49 51 59 
2 Depends/Both/Neither (VOL.) 2 2 1 

14 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 12 15 14 
 

ASK ALL: 
MARITAL Are you currently married, living with a partner, divorced, separated, widowed, or have you never been 

married? (IF R SAYS “SINGLE,” PROBE TO DETERMINE WHICH CATEGORY IS 
APPROPRIATE)  

 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
49 Married 57 55 35 
7 Living with a partner 4 6 10 

10 Divorced 6 8 16 
3 Separated 2 2 4 
7 Widowed 5 8 7 

24 Never been married 25 21 28 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * * 1 

 

ASK IF LIVING WITH PARTNER (MARITAL=2): 
M2 Have you ever been married?  
 

Total  
36 Yes 
64 No 
0 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

(n=138)  
 

QUESTION E5 (SPOUSE’S EMPLOYMENT) HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 

ASK ALL: 
Q17 Overall, how confident are you that YOU [IF MARITAL=1: and your spouse] will have enough income and assets 

to last throughout your retirement years?  Are you [READ LIST]?  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
23 Very confident 43 23 11 
38 Somewhat confident 38 43 29 
21 Not too confident 13 22 24 
17 Not at all confident 5 10 33 
* Won’t have anything/haven’t been able to save (VOL.) 0 * 1 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 2 1 
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Q.17 CONTINUED … 
 
Trends: 

Very 
confident 

 
 

Somewhat 
confident 

 
 

Not too 
confident 

 
 

Not at all 
confident 

Won’t have 
anything/haven’t 
been able to save 

(VOL.) 

 
 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 23 38 21 17 * 2 
Sep 2011 25 39 19 16 n/a 2 
May 2010 23 41 19 13 1 3 
Feb 2009 30 41 16 9 n/a 3 

 
Now thinking about the economy in general… 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.18 Would you describe the state of the nation's economy these days as: excellent, good, not so good, or poor?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
1 Excellent 2 1 1 

14 Good 17 16 9 
45 Not so good 53 48 38 
39 Poor 27 34 52 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 1 1 

 
Trend: 

Excellent 
 

Good 
Not so 
good 

 
Poor 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 1 14 45 39 1 
Jan 2008 2 21 50 26 1 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.19 Thinking about your household’s current financial situation, are you in better shape or worse shape NOW than you 

were BEFORE the recession started in December 2007?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
31 Better shape 42 32 24 
46 Worse shape 34 42 58 
21 No different/Stayed the same (VOL.) 21 23 16 
* Not applicable (Lived with parents, in school, etc.) (VOL.) 1 * * 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 2 1 

 
Trends: 

Better 
shape 

 
Worse 
shape 

No different/ 
stayed the same 

(VOL.) 

Not 
applicable 
(VOL.) 

 
DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 31 46 21 * 1 
Mar 2011 28 46 24 n/a 2 
May 201061 21 48 29 n/a 2 

 
 
 

                                    
61 In May 2010, the question omitted “in December 2007.” 
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ASK IF IN WORSE SHAPE FINANCIALLY(Q.19=2):  
Q.19A How much longer do you think it will take for your family to fully recover from the recession?  

 
Total  Upper Middle Lower 

27 1-4 years  26 29 24 
23 5-9 years 26 24 22 
19 10+ years 12 19 20 
9 Never (VOL.) 11 8 9 

23 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 24 20 25 
     

5 Median (in years) 5 5 5 
(n=1,140)  (n=180) (n=553) (n=393) 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.20 For each of the following, please tell me whether or not it is something that happened to you  

in the past year....Have you [INSERT ITEM; RANDOMIZE]? [INTERVIEWER INSTRUCTION: IF 
RESPONDENT SAYS THIS DOES NOT APPLY, CODE AS NO] 

 

a. Had trouble getting or paying for medical care for yourself or your family  

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
25 Yes 11 18 45 
74 No  89 82 55 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * * 1 

 
        b.  Had problems paying your rent or mortgage  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
23 Yes 7 16 45 
76 No  93 84 55 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 1 1 

 
NO ITEM c. 
 

d.  Been laid off or lost your job  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
15 Yes 7 12 25 
85 No  93 88 75 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * * * 

  
e.  Had trouble paying your bills  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
37 Yes 13 29 64 
62 No  87 70 36 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * * 1 
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Q.20 CONTINUED … 
 
f.  Had to cut back your household spending because money was tight  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
65 Yes 41 62 84 
34 No  58 37 16 
* Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * * * 

 
Trends: 

  
Yes 

 
No 

DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

a. Had trouble getting or paying for medical care 
for yourself or your family 

   

Jul 2012 25 74 * 
Jun 2011 29 70 1 
Mar 2010 26 74 * 
Feb 2009 20 80 * 
Jan 2008 23 76 1 

    
b. Had problems paying your rent or mortgage    

Jul 2012 23 76 * 
Jun 2011 26 73 1 
Mar 2010 24 76 * 
Feb 2009 20 80 * 
Jan 2008 16 83 1 

    
d. Been laid off or lost your job    

Jul 2012 15 85 * 
Jun 2011 16 84 * 
Mar 2010 21 79 * 
Feb 2009 18 82 * 
Jan 2008 14 85 1 

    
f. Had to cut back your household spending 

because money was tight 
   

Jul 2012 65 34 * 
Feb 2009 60 39 1 
Jan 2008 55 45 * 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.21 Compared with ten years ago, do you think it is NOW [RANDOMIZE] (more difficult) or (less difficult) for 

middle-class people to maintain their standard of living?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
85 More difficult 82 85 87 
9 Less difficult 9 9 9 
3 About the same (VOL.) 5 4 1 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 4 2 3 
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Q.21 CONTINUED … 
 
TREND FOR COMPARISON: 
 Compared with five years ago, do you think it is NOW more difficult or less difficult for middle-class people to maintain their 

standard of living? 
 

More 
difficult 

Less 
difficult 

About the same 
(VOL.) 

DK/Ref 
(VOL.) 

Jan 2008 79 12 6 3 
NBC/Wall Street Journal: Nov 1986 65 22 9 4 

 
ASK IF MORE DIFFICULT (Q.21=1) 
Q.21A    How much do you blame: [INSERT FIRST ITEM, READ AND RANDOMIZE] for the difficulties the middle class 

has faced in the past ten years. Do you blame [ITEM]: a lot, a little or not at all? How about [INSERT NEXT 
ITEM]?   [REPEAT IF NECESSARY: Do you blame [INSERT ITEM] a lot, a little or not at all] [NOTE: KEEP 
OBAMA/BUSH PAIR TOGETHER BUT RANDOMIZE ORDER]  

 
a. The Obama administration 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
33 A lot 31 34 32 
38 A little 39 37 39 
27 Not at all 28 26 28 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 3 1 

(n=2,127)  (n=430) (n=1,093) (n=574) 
 

b. The Bush administration [IF ASK WHICH BUSH: George W. Bush] 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
47 A lot 48 44 52 
35 A little 34 35 34 
16 Not at all 16 18 12 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 3 2 

 
c. Foreign competition 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
40 A lot 31 39 45 
40 A little 45 41 37 
15 Not at all 22 15 13 
5 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 5 5 

 
d. Banks and financial institutions 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
57 A lot 59 54 61 
30 A little 31 32 27 
11 Not at all 10 12 10 
2 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 2 2 
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Q.21A CONTINUED … 
 
e. Large corporations 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
50 A lot 43 47 60 
31 A little 37 33 26 
15 Not at all 18 17 12 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 2 3 3 

 
f. Congress 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
64 A lot 64 62 66 
29 A little 30 29 28 
4 Not at all 3 5 4 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 3 3 2 

 
g. Middle class people themselves 

 
Total  Upper Middle Lower 

8 A lot 8 8 8 
45 A little 54 42 44 
45 Not at all 38 47 47 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 4 1 

 
ASK ALL: 
Q.22 Thinking about your own financial situation compared to ten years ago, are you NOW [RANDOMIZE] (more 

financially secure) or (less financially secure) than you were ten years ago?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
42 More financially secure 62 44 29 
45 Less financially secure 24 42 63 
10 About the same (VOL.) 12 12 5 
3 Unsure/Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 2 2 3 

 
Thank you. 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.23 Just your best guess: How much does a family of four need to have in total annual income to lead a middle-class 

lifestyle in your area? [OPEN-END. RECORD AMOUNT IN THOUSANDS] IF NECESSARY, ADD: Just your 
best estimate to the nearest thousand dollars…  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
19 Under $50,000 14 19 22 
44 $50,000 to $99,999 46 42 45 
24 $100,000 or more 27 25 20 
11 Not sure (VOL.) 10 12 11 
2 Refused (VOL.) 3 2 2 
     

$70,000 Median  $75,000 $70,000 $60,000 
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Q.23 CONTINUED … 
 
Trend: 

Under 
$50,000 

$50,000 to 
$99,999 

$100,000 
or more 

Not sure 
(VOL.) 

Refused 
(VOL.) 

 
Median 

Jul 2012 19 44 24 11 2 $70,000 
Jan 2008 17 46 20 13 4 $70,000 

 
QUESTION 24 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
Now a couple of questions about the political parties. 
 
RANDOMIZE Q.25 AND Q.26 
 
ASK ALL: 
Q.25   In general, do you think the Republican Party favors the rich, favors the middle class or favors the poor?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
63 Favors the rich 59 62 67 
23 Favors the middle class 25 26 20 
3 Favors the poor 3 2 3 
5 Favors none/all equally (VOL.) 7 5 4 
6 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 6 6 6 

 
Trends: 

Favors 
the rich 

 
Favors the 

middle class 

 
Favors 

the poor 

Favors none/ 
all equally 
(VOL.) 

 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 63 23 3 5 6 
Jan 2008 59 21 3 4 13 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Jan 200362 62 26 1 7 4 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Nov 1998 67 24 2 4 3 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Mar 199563 68 24 2 3 3 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Oct 1994 71 20 3 4 2 

 

Q.26   In general, do you think the Democratic Party favors the rich, favors the middle class or favors the poor?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
20 Favors the rich 16 16 27 
35 Favors the middle class 37 37 32 
32 Favors the poor 33 34 29 
6 Favors none/all equally (VOL.) 8 5 6 
7 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 7 7 5 

 

 
 
 
 

                                    
62 In Jan 2003 and Nov 1998 Gallup/CNN/USA Today trends, the question was worded: “Thinking in general, do you think…the 

Republican Party…generally favors the rich, favors the middle class, or favors the poor?” 
63 In Mar 1995 and Oct 1994 Gallup/CNN/USA Today trends, the question was worded: “I’d like you to think about the Republican 

Party. For each of the following items, please tell me which position best applies to the Republican Party…Generally favors the 

rich, favors the middle class or favors the poor?” 
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Q.26 CONTINUED … 
 
Trends: 

Favors 
the rich 

 
Favors the 

middle class 

 
Favors 

the poor 

Favors none/ 
all equally 
(VOL.) 

 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 20 35 32 6 7 
Jan 2008 16 38 27 5 14 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Jan 200364 19 42 27 5 7 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Nov 1998 20 43 28 4 5 
Gallup/CNN/USA Today: Oct 199465 29 36 28 4 3 

 

NO QUESTIONS 27-28; QUESTION 29 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 

ASK ALL: 
HEALTH            How would you rate your own health in general these days? Would you say your health is excellent, good, 

only fair, or poor?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
29 Excellent   44 32 19 
44 Good  45 46 40 
20 Only fair 7 18 29 
6 Poor 3 4 11 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 * 1 

 
Trends: 

Excellent 
 

Good 
Only 
fair 

 
Poor 

DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 29 44 20 6 1 
Pew Internet: Aug 201066 30 49 16 5 * 
Jul 2009(18+) 29 51 15 5 1 
Feb 2009 31 46 17 5 1 
Pew Internet: Nov 2008 29 51 14 5 1 
Jan 2008 30 48 17 5 * 
Pew Internet: Aug 2006 33 47 14 4 1 
Feb 2006 29 51 15 5 * 
Oct 2005 30 48 17 5 * 
Pew Internet: May 2004 33 49 14 4 1 
Jun 2003 28 52 15 5 * 
Pew Internet: Nov 2002 35 48 12 4 1 
Pew Internet: Jun 2001 29 57 12 2 * 
Pew Internet: Aug 2000 39 49 10 2 * 
Mid-July 1990 27 53 15 5 * 

 
 
 

                                    
64 In Jan 2003 and Nov 1998 Gallup/CNN/USA Today trends, the question was worded: “Thinking in general, do you think…the 

Democratic Party…generally favors the rich, favors the middle class, or favors the poor?” 
65 In the Oct 1994 Gallup/CNN/USA Today trend, the question was worded: “I’d like you to think about the Democratic. For each 

of the following items, please tell me which position best applies to the Democratic Party…Generally favors the rich, favors the 

middle class or favors the poor?” 
66 In trends from the Pew Internet & American Life Project, the question was worded: “In general, how would you rate your own 

health—excellent, good, only fair, or poor?”  
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ASK ALL: 
STRESS            In general, how often do you experience stress in your daily life--never, rarely, sometimes, or frequently? 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
 4   Never 6 3 2 

18 Rarely 27 19 11 
35 Sometimes 37 40 27 
42 Frequently 29 37 58 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 1 1 

 
Trends: 

Never 
 

Rarely 
 

Sometimes 
 

Frequently 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Jul 2012 4 18 35 42 1 
Jun 2008 5 21 36 36 1 
Feb 2006 6 19 39 35 1 
Gallup: Dec 2003 2 20 45 33 * 
Gallup: Dec 2002 4 18 37 41 * 
Gallup: Dec 2001 2 18 38 42 * 
Gallup: Jan 1994 4 17 39 40 * 

 
ASK ALL:  
INCOME Last year, that is in 2011, what was your total family income from all sources, before taxes? Just stop me 

when I get to the right category. [READ]  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
15 Upper income ($100,000 or more) 40 13 3 
47 Middle income ($30,000-$99,999) 34 56 42 
26 Lower income (Less than $30,000) 9 19 46 
12 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 17 12 9 

     
$47,000 Median (rounded to thousands) $98,000 $56,000 $29,000 

 
ASK ALL: 
PARTY In politics TODAY, do you consider yourself a Republican, Democrat, or independent? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
22 Republican 26 25 16 
33 Democrat 28 34 34 
38 Independent 38 35 43 
4 No preference (VOL.) 1 3 5 
* Other party (VOL.) 2 * 0 
3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 5 3 2 

 
Trends: 

Republican 
 

Democrat 
 

Independent 
No preference 

(VOL.) 
Other party 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Jul16-26, 2012 22 33 38 4 * 3 
Jun 28-Jul 9, 2012 24 33 37 3 * 3 
Jun 7-17, 2012 24 33 39 2 * 2 
May 9-Jun 3, 2012 24 32 36 4 * 4 
Apr 4-15, 2012 24 31 39 3 * 2 
Mar 7-11, 2012 24 34 36 3 1 2 
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PARTY TRENDS CONTINUED … 

Republican 
 

Democrat 
 

Independent 
No preference 

(VOL.) 
Other party 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref. 
(VOL.) 

Feb 8-12, 2012 26 32 36 4 1 2 
Jan 11-16, 2012 22 31 42 3 * 2 
Jan 4-8, 2012 26 31 35 4 * 4 
Dec 7-11, 2011 23 33 38 3 * 2 
Nov 9-14, 2011 24 33 38 3 1 2 
Sep 22-Oct 4, 2011 23 33 38 2 1 3 
Aug 17-21, 2011 24 30 40 3 * 3 
Jul 20-24, 2011 24 32 38 4 * 2 
Yearly Totals       
2011 24.3 32.3 37.4 3.1 .4 2.5 
2010 25.2 32.7 35.2 3.6 .4 2.8 
2009 23.9 34.4 35.1 3.4 .4 2.8 
2008 25.7 36.0 31.5 3.6 .3 3.0 
2007 25.3 32.9 34.1 4.3 .4 2.9 
2006 27.8 33.1 30.9 4.4 .3 3.4 
2005 29.3 32.8 30.2 4.5 .3 2.8 
2004 30.0 33.5 29.5 3.8 .4 3.0 
2003 30.3 31.5 30.5 4.8 .5 2.5 
2002 30.4 31.4 29.8 5.0 .7 2.7 
2001 29.0 33.2 29.5 5.2 .6 2.6 
2001 Post-Sep 11 30.9 31.8 27.9 5.2 .6 3.6 
2001 Pre-Sep 11 27.3 34.4 30.9 5.1 .6 1.7 
2000 28.0 33.4 29.1 5.5 .5 3.6 
1999 26.6 33.5 33.7 3.9 .5 1.9 
1998 27.9 33.7 31.1 4.6 .4 2.3 
1997 28.0 33.4 32.0 4.0 .4 2.3 
1996 28.9 33.9 31.8 3.0 .4 2.0 
1995 31.6 30.0 33.7 2.4 .6 1.3 
1994 30.1 31.5 33.5 1.3 n/a 3.6 
1993 27.4 33.6 34.2 4.4 1.5 2.9 
1992 27.6 33.7 34.7 1.5 0 2.5 
1991 30.9 31.4 33.2 0 1.4 3.0 
1990 30.9 33.2 29.3 1.2 1.9 3.4 
1989 33 33 34 n/a n/a n/a 
1987 26 35 39 n/a n/a n/a 

 
ASK ALL: 
PARTY In politics TODAY, do you consider yourself a Republican, Democrat, or independent? 
ASK IF INDEP/NO PREF/OTHER/DK/REF (PARTY=3,4,5,9): 
PARTYLN As of today do you lean more to the Republican Party or more to the Democratic Party? 
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
37 Republican/lean Republican 41 39 31 
48 Democrat/lean Democrat 45 50 49 
15 Refused to lean 14 11 20 
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ASK ALL: 
IDEO In general, would you describe your political views as... [READ]  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
9 Very conservative 9 9 7 

29 Conservative 27 30 30 
33 Moderate 34 35 31 
16 Liberal 18 16 15 
6 Very liberal 6 6 7 
7 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 6 4 9 

 
ASK ALL: 
TEAPARTY2 From what you know, do you agree or disagree with the Tea Party movement, or don’t you have an 

opinion either way?  
 

Total  Upper Middle Lower 
16 Agree 19 15 16 
27 Disagree 34 27 23 
54 No opinion either way 45 55 56 
2 Haven’t heard of (VOL.) 2 2 3 
1 Refused (VOL.) 1 2 1 

 
Trends: 

Agree 
 

Disagree 
No opinion 
either way 

Haven’t heard of 
(VOL.) 

Refused 
(VOL.) 

Not heard 
of/DK 

Jul16-26, 2012 16 27 54 2 1 n/a 
Jun 28-Jul 9, 2012 19 27 49 3 2 n/a 
Jun 7-17, 2012 21 25 52 2 1 n/a 
May 9-Jun 3, 2012 16 25 54 2 3 n/a 
Apr 4-15, 2012 20 26 50 3 2 n/a 
Mar 7-11, 2012 19 29 48 2 2 n/a 
Feb 8-12, 2012 18 25 53 2 2 n/a 
Jan 11-16, 2012 20 24 52 2 2 n/a 
Jan 4-8, 2012 18 25 52 2 3 n/a 
Dec 7-11, 2011 19 27 50 2 2 n/a 
Nov 9-14, 2011 20 27 51 1 1 n/a 
Sep 22-Oct 4, 2011 19 27 51 2 1 n/a 
Aug 17-21, 2011 20 27 50 1 1 n/a 
Jul 20-24, 2011 20 24 53 1 1 n/a 
Jun 15-19, 2011 20 26 50 3 2 n/a 
May 25-30, 2011 18 23 54 2 2 n/a 
Mar 30-Apr 3, 2011 22 29 47 1 1 n/a 
Mar 8-14, 2011 19 25 54 1 1 n/a 
Feb 22-Mar 1, 2011 20 25 52 2 2 n/a 
Feb 2-7, 201167 22 22 53 2 2 n/a 
Jan 5-9, 2011 24 22 50 2 1 n/a 
Dec 1-5, 2010 22 26 49 2 2 n/a 

                                    
67 In the February 2-7, 2011 survey and before, question read “…do you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with 

the Tea Party movement…” In October 2010 and earlier, question was asked only of those who had heard or read a lot or a little 

about the Tea Party. In May 2010 through October 2010, it was described as: “the Tea Party movement that has been involved in 

campaigns and protests in the U.S. over the past year.” In March 2010 it was described as: ”the Tea Party protests that have 

taken place in the U.S. over the past year.” 
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TEAPARTY2 TRENDS CONTINUED … 

Agree 
 

Disagree 
No opinion 
either way 

Haven’t heard of 
(VOL.) 

Refused 
(VOL.) 

Not heard 
of/DK 

Nov 4-7, 2010 27 22 49 1 1 n/a 
Oct 27-30, 201068 29 25 32 n/a 1 13 
Oct 13-18, 201068 28 24 30 n/a 1 16 
Aug 25-Sep 6, 201068 29 26 32 n/a 1 13 
Jul 21-Aug 5, 2010 22 18 37 n/a 1 21 
Jun 16-20, 2010 24 18 30 n/a * 27 
May 20-23, 2010 25 18 31 n/a 1 25 
Mar 11-21, 2010 24 14 29 n/a 1 31 

 

                                    
68 Based on registered voters.  


