
9/20/21, 4:25 PM The 'American Dream' of upward mobility is broken. Look at the numbers | Mark R Rank and Lawrence M Eppard | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/mar/13/american-dream-broken-upward-mobility-us 1/4

 

    

Opinion

 This article is more than 6 months old

The 'American Dream' of upward mobility is
broken. Look at the numbers
Mark R Rank and Lawrence M Eppard

Sat 13 Mar 2021 06.17 EST

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

he US has long prided itself as being an exceptionally fluid society with respect to social
class and economic mobility. The American Dream holds that anyone who works hard
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T can achieve economic success – perhaps even rise from rags to riches.

Underlying this belief is the assumption of abundant opportunity and
meritocracy. Arriving immigrants often believe they have come to a land of
opportunity, with a level playing field allowing for advancement and success.

Those who fail to do so tend to blame themselves.

Yet according to recent research, the United States has far less
mobility and equality of opportunity today than the European Union or other OECD
countries.

First, the amount of economic advantage passed down from one generation to the next
is much higher in the US. Approximately 50% of a father’s income position is inherited
by his son. In contrast, the amount in Norway or Canada is less than 20%.

What about rising from rags to riches? In the US, 8% of children raised in the bottom
20% of the income distribution are able to climb to the top 20% as adults, while the
figure in Denmark is nearly double at 15%.

Equality of opportunity is also much less viable in the US than in other OECD countries.
American life expectancy varies by up to 20 years depending on the zip code of
residence. Quality of education also differs widely depending on the wealth of the
neighborhood that families reside in. And the chances of being victimized by a crime,
exposed to environmental toxins or having unmet healthcare needs is far greater for
America’s poor than those impoverished in all other OECD countries.

One of the reasons for lower US mobility is that the ladder of opportunity has become
much harder to climb – because the rungs of the ladder have grown further apart. This
is evidenced by the rising levels of income and wealth inequality. Currently, those in
the top 20% of the income distribution earn nearly nine times more than those in the
bottom 20%. This difference is far greater than in the European Union or the United
Kingdom. Wealth inequality is even more skewed. In the United States, the top 5% of
the population own three-quarters of the entire financial wealth of the country, while
the bottom 60% possess less than 1%.

We discuss one explanation for these trends in our book,
Poorly Understood: What America Gets Wrong about
Poverty. The United States has traditionally viewed
economic success and failure as the result of individual
effort. Rugged individualism and self-reliance have been
defining qualities of the American character. On the other

Poverty is often
seen as a 'black
problem' rather than as
an 'American problem'
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… we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in the
Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we started publishing 200 years ago, turning
to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5 million
readers, in 180 countries, have recently taken the step to support us financially –
keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent.

The Guardian US was born 10 years ago to provide a fresh, international perspective
on America. We are guided by a sense of fairness in reporting on how the country’s
enduring, and worsening, wealth, racial and health inequalities impact the most

hand, our European neighbors are much more likely to attribute poverty to structural
factors such as social class or the lack of jobs. As a result, other OECD countries are
much more willing to invest in a robust social welfare state designed to help ameliorate
some of these structural inequities.

In addition, the United States has frequently viewed poverty and inequities through
the lens of race and ethnicity. Poverty is often seen as a “black problem” rather than as
an “American problem”. Race has been used to divide poor blacks and whites from
seeing their common economic interests. As President Lyndon Johnson once explained
to an aide in 1960, “I’ll tell you what’s at the bottom of it. If you can convince the
lowest white man that he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice you
picking his pocket. Hell, give him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his
pockets for you.”

Research has shown that more racially heterogeneous societies tend to be less
generous in their economic redistribution policies to address structural inequities. The
reason for this may be that we tend to be less concerned about the needs of others
when they look different from us. On the other hand, countries that are racially
homogeneous tend to have much more robust social safety nets.

With a new president in the White House, let us hope that more progressive policies
will begin to restore the viability of the American Dream and reverse the trends
towards less mobility and opportunity. The American Dream should reflect a reality
where every child has the opportunity to pursue their passion in order to reach their
full potential. Such a dream is well worth investing in.

Mark R Rank is the Herbert S Hadley professor of social welfare at Washington
University in St Louis, and Lawrence M Eppard is assistant professor of sociology at
Shippensburg University in Pennsylvania. They are co-authors of the book Poorly
Understood: What America Gets Wrong about Poverty
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vulnerable. From the fight for voting rights to the decimation of reproductive
freedom, we focus on the country’s existential battle for basic democratic rights,
even as dark forces attempt to erode them. We are also committed to upholding our
reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the climate emergency. The Guardian
has made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel companies, divest from
the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and provide
trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence, offering a
counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When it’s never mattered more, we
can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read, regardless
of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in information equality.
Greater numbers of people can keep track of global events, understand their impact
on people and communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as
little as $1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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