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Three messages are embedded in the Census Bureau report on income and poverty in the 

United States that was released to the public earlier this month. We cover each one briefly, 

beginning with the good. 

The Good. An estimated 36 million American families had incomes in 2013 above $75,000. 

For 28 million married-couple families incomes exceeded $84,000.  One-half of all women 

who worked year round full time (YRFT) in 2013 earned more than $39,000. In 1975 one-

half had inflation-adjusted earnings above $29,500. 

The overall poverty rate for the United States dropped from 15.0 percent in 2012 to 14.5 

percent in 2013. For married-couple families poverty touched only 5.8 percent down from 

6.3 percent in 2012.  Remarkably, the rate for all workers with YRFT jobs was 2.7 percent.  

Perhaps best of all there were important improvements for children. Among related 

children under 18 years of age there were 1,295,000 fewer in poverty in 2013 compared to 

2012. For related children under age 6 the number living in poverty fell by 538,000.  

The Bad. Poverty in 2013 was three times higher for blacks than non-Hispanic whites: 27.2  

percent compared to 9.6 percent. Among the 48.6 million persons who did not work at all 

in 2013, 32.3 percent were classified as poor. 

For female-headed families the poverty rate was 30.6 percent which is 5-6 times higher 

than the rate for married-couple families. Among the 35.7 million blacks living in families 

42 percent live in female-headed families and of those 42.4 percent were classified as living 

below the poverty threshold.   

The Ugly. Median earnings for women working YRFT was 78 percent of the median 

earnings of men with the same work experience: $39,157 compared to $50,033. Since 1975, 

there has been a surge of more than 27 million women holding YRFT jobs, with inflation-

adjusted median earnings that have increased by nearly $10,000. 
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Compared to women over the same period, there was a smaller increase – about 23 million 

-- in the number of men employed YRFT. Ominously, since 1975 the earnings of men with 

YRFT jobs have stalled at roughly $50,000, no doubt reflecting in part the hollowing out of 

U.S. manufacturing that has taken place under three Republican presidents and three 

Democrats. For the children and grandchildren of these hard-working men, the American 

dream may seem out of reach.  

Perhaps ugliest of all, female-headed families that are poor have annual incomes that are 

$94,458 below married-couple families that are not poor. Unless those poor families – about 

4.6 million – find ways out of poverty, the American dream is becoming a pipe-dream. 

As suggested in the late 1960s by the Kerner Commission, a nation cannot long endure 

when for some persons and families economic conditions are good, for others they are bad 

or ugly, and the prospects for personal and family improvement are disheartening. The 

numbers of persons that face conditions that are best described as bad or ugly cannot be 

dismissed. Today there are 61 million men at YRFT jobs for whom the earnings for this 

kind of work effort have not changed in 40 years.   
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