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Activity 4: Income Quintiles

Trainer’s Goals: a. To engage participants in a discussion of income trends since WWII, through a human graph activity 
that illustrates the information contained in the charts: “Income Growth 1979-2014” and “1947-1979”

This activity compares income distribution in two recent periods of economic growth in the U.S. To demonstrate the 
growth and/or decline of incomes over time, five volunteer participants are asked to come up and stand in the front of the 
room. [For this activity to work well, the volunteers will need plenty of space to move forward and some space to move 
back.] It is important that the trainer focus the group’s attention on the top one to five percent of the population — the 
greatest beneficiaries of the growing divide. It is also important that everyone gets a chance to see where they fit, in terms 
of income distribution. Most folks think they are “middle income” and it is often a revelation to learn otherwise. We 
demonstrate the 1979-2014 time period before the 1947-1979 period because our experience has shown the activity to 
be more memorable that way. It also gets folks thinking about public programs that generally supported greater economic 
equality in the 1950s and 1960s (e.g., the GI Bill, appropriations for higher education, housing, and infrastructure proj-
ects, more favorable law inforcement, etc.).

Props: It is helpful to have 8.5" x 11" placards for each volunteer participant to hold, identifying the quintiles  
and showing the income range.

Instructions: 1. We are going to look at the changes in family income during two recent periods of economic growth. 
First, let’s talk a little about income. What are some examples of income? (wages, salary, savings ac-
count interest, social security check, rent from owning real estate, capital gains from selling invest-

Please stand should to shoulder. [The trainer hands each volunteer a placard showing the income 

 2. Listen to this introduction to the concept of income quintiles. Economists often talk about the U.S. 

parts. This activity looks at what happened to the incomes during two periods of economic growth: 
1947-1979 and 1979-2014. Let’s look at some of the folks who are in these quintiles. What sorts of 
occupations or economic situations would you imagine fall into each quintile? Remember, this is family 
income. (A family is two or more related individuals living together.) 

 3. The following demonstration may seem like the childhood game “Mother May I” (also known as 

percent change, so, for example, two steps forward would indicate an income gain of 10%.

 4. Between 1979 and 2014 (Chart #5), here’s what happened:

 Quintile Steps Percent Yearly Income Range (2014)
   Change (family income before tax)
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top quintile is standing, the sixth volunteer takes 5.5 additional steps forward – 15.5 steps in total 

  And if we break down the top quintile even further and look at just the top one percent, we see ex-
actly where the greatest income growth went. This small group gained 185 percent, 37 steps from the 

 Quintile Steps Percent Yearly Income Range
   Change (family income before tax)

 
 6. Watch this demonstration of what happened to the quintiles during the post war years: 1947-1979. 

We will start with the top four quintiles. This time (for space reasons), for every ten percent gain, 
the volunteer will take a step forward. How well (number of steps forward or back) do you think the 

history?

 Quintile Steps Percent change

 Lowest  12 Steps Forward +116%
 Second  10 Steps Forward +100%
 Middle  11 Steps Forward +111%
 Fourth  11.5 Steps Forward +114%
 Highest 10 Steps Forward +99%
 Top 5%   8.5 Steps Forward +86%

 7. What conclusions do you draw about family incomes? What questions do you have?

 8. Listen to this review of Chart #5 Real Family Income Growth from 1979 to 2014 and  
Chart #6: Real Family Income Growth from 1947 to 1979. What are your questions?

See Talking Points on the next page.
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Chart #6: Family Income Growth, 2009-2012

Chart #5: Family Income Growth, 1979-2014

Talking Points
 From 1979-2014, there was much growth in income, but the 

distribution of that growth was extremely uneven. Although the top 
20% as a whole did well, the ones who really made out were the folks 
at the very top. The top 1 percent gained 185% between 1979 and 2014 
(37 steps), and the top .1 percent gained 361% between 1979 and 2014 
(72 steps) — the divide between the top income earners and everyone 

 Why this skew of income from 1979 - 2014?

(capital gains from sales of property and investments, earnings from 
stocks, bonds and other investments, and rental income). Since asset 
ownership is heavily concentrated in the wealthiest 1%, it is not 
surprising that that’s where the biggest gains were.

fall during the 1980s and ’90s.

workers at the bottom of the scale.

 From 1947 to 1979, incomes for each quintile as a whole — from 
top to bottom — basically doubled. In fact, the greatest increase was 
experienced by the bottom 20%, while the smallest increase was 
experienced by the top 5%. In other words, the divide between top and 
bottom in America actually narrowed during this period of substantial 
income growth.

 However, while the rate of income growth from 1947 to 1979 was 

gap between the incomes of African Americans and white Americans 
remained wide (see Chart #8). The purpose of Chart #7 is not to 
glorify the 1950s but to point out that we achieved greater income 

social programs from the 1950s through the 1970s.

 The period from 1947 to 1979 demonstrates that the great disparity in 
the distribution of income growth, as happened from 1979 to 2014, is 
not inevitable. Rather, it is in part, the result of deliberate government 
policies.

 One of the explicit goals of the federal government during the early 
post-war period was to build a middle class, people and families who 
could consume the output of the rapidly growing manufacturing 
capacity of the US. Programs such as the GI Bill of Rights — which 
enabled hundreds of thousands of returned veterans to go to college 
and purchase homes — were funded in large part by relatively 
high taxes on the wealthy (the top marginal tax rate was 91%). It is 
important to acknowledge that these programs disproportionally 

for housing, both of which utilized racially-restrictive underwriting 

loaned from the late 1940s to the early 1960s would go to families 

construction in the country during this period, however less than two 
percent of this housing ended up being lived in by people of color.

 In  contrast to the post-WWII period, the primary goal of economic 
policy since 1980s, was to let the rich accumulate great capital in the 
belief that it would trickle down ("Reaganomics").
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We Grew Apart
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Real Family Income Growth by Quintile 
& for Top 5% & Top 1%, 1979 - 2014

Source: For quintiles and top 5%: US Census Bureau Historical Income Tables, Table F-1 (Income Limits 1947-2014) and Table F-3 (Mean Income 1947-2014).  
For income threshold for top 1%: “Income Inequality in the United States, 1913-1998” Emanuel Saez with Thomas Piketty, Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, updated to 2014 in Excel format, June 2015 (TabFig2014prel.xls). For percent growth: of top 1% “Growing Together Growing Apart - Real 
Income Growth 1979-2012” by Colin Gordon <http://scalar.usc.edu/works/growing-apart-a-political-history-of-american-inequality/index>.
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Real Family Income Growth from 2009 - 2012
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Chart #7: Family Income Growth, 1947-1979
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Activity 5:  Viewing Income Through Gender and Race Lenses

Trainer’s Goals:

This activity shows that the concentration of income of those who own things rather than those who work for a living hit 
people of color and women especially hard, since these groups depend on labor for more of their income than do white 
males as a group.

Instructions: 1. Read Chart #8: Median Family Income by Race. 
What strikes you about this information. What 

you explain the data?

Chart #8: Median Family Income by Race

Talking Points

 In spite of claims made by opponents of 

among racial groups in terms of income. For 
example, the income gap between White 
people on the one hand and African Americans 
on the other has actually increased since 1947. 
Neither of the two periods we looked at in 
the Income Quintiles activity were times of 
increasing racial income equality.

 The data in Chart 8 are not inclusive of all 
families for 1947-2010 for several reasons. 

and African-American families go back much 

Americans, Native Americans and “others” is 
spotty. Second, it’s risky to generalize about 
the Latino (Hispanic) population. The Census 
Bureau uses “Hispanic.” But many people so 
labelled don’t like it, and the population it’s 
applied to is diverse in origin, residence, and 
status. “Hispanic,” as statisticians always point 
out, is unrelated to race. (See comments by 
Michael Omi on the next page.)

.faireconomy
8

$50,000

$40,000

$30,000

$20,000

$10,000

$60,000

1947

Median Family Income by Race, 1947-2010
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<http://stateofworkingamerica.org/chart/swa-income-table-2-5-median-family-income/> Economic Policy Institute.  All income in 2011 dollars.  
* Prior to 1967, data for African Americans included all “non-whites.”  ** The Census Bureau uses the term “Hispanic.” We 
prefer “Latino.” Persons of “Latino” origin may be of any race.
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2. Look at Chart #9: Median Annual Earnings for Women & Men. How would you describe the factors 

Chart #9: Annual Earnings for Women & Men

Talking Points

 About 40% of the narrowing of the gender gap 
over the past 40 years has been due to the decline 
in men’s wages. About 60% is due to an increase in 
women’s wages.

 While there are more well-paid women in the 
professions than thirty years ago, there are many 
more women who have been forced to enter the 
low-paid service sector.

 Most of these low-paid service jobs are low-paid 
precisely because they have traditionally been 

preparation, child care, secretarial, etc.).

 Studies (e.g., Boston Globe,10/9/05) indicate that even 
among senior level corporate executives, women 

counterparts.

Race and Statistics 

of race and ethnicity have had the unintended consequence of shaping the very discourse of race and 
the distribution of vast resources in the U.S. These categories have become the de facto standard 

 Yet racial categories are inherently unstable and shifting. We can never have categories that will 
be conceptually valid, measurable, and reliable over time. Yet we cannot simply abandon the use 
of racial and ethnic categories. Without them, we cannot monitor and track racial inequity and 

  —  Michale Omi, “Counting in the Dark” in ColorLines (Spring 2001).
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Median Annual Earnings for Women & Men, 1960-2012
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Notes: Annual earnings data include self-employed workers; weekly data are for wage and salary workers only. Annual earnings are for people 15 years old and older beginning 
in 1980 and people 14 years old and older as of the following year for previous years. Before 1989 annual earnings are for civilian workers only. Weekly earnings are 
for full-time workers aged 16 and older and are not restricted to full-year workers. Data series are derived from the Current Population Survey. Adjustments for 
data from earlier years to 2012 dollars are computed on the basis of the Consumer Price Index for all urban consumers (CPI-U) for median weekly earnings and the 
Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS) for median annual earnings published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research, IWPR Fact Sheet #C350, updated September 2013.
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