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The Changing Structure of Poverty in the United States: 1968-2012 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Joblessness among working-age men in the United States has grown steadily over the past few decades, 

and changes in the behaviors of people at the bottom of the class structure have become increasingly 

contentious.  A large body of research has been devoted to these trends, most of it focusing either on 

the emergence of a so-called “underclass”—those with little or no employment and high rates of 

welfare use—or on the growing number of people stuck in “bad” jobs.  In this paper, I take on both of 

those trends at once (and more), using latent class analysis to systematically examine changes at the 

bottom of the class structure.  The analysis identifies natural clusters of people in terms of a variety of 

work and income characteristics, and then it shows how the nature and size of those clusters changed 

between 1968 and 2012.  I find that two classes grew over that period. The first is a class of non-workers 

with virtually no attachment to work, who depend either on the government or on roommates to get 

by.  The second is a class of unassisted struggling workers who work regularly but often in bad jobs, and 

who receive little government assistance.  This second, “unassisted,” class has received far less popular 

attention than the non-working class, but grew by about the same magnitude.  At the other end of the 

class structure, advantage became more concentrated among fewer people, and education became 

increasingly important in determining who made it to the top. These changes reflect recent trends in the 

labor market: the loss of mid-wage, mid-skill jobs caused by technological advances and off-shoring left 

growing numbers of low-skill people marginalized either in the increasingly precarious lower tiers of the 

labor market or outside of the labor market altogether. 
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The Changing Structure of Poverty in the United States: 1968-2012 
 

 

There have been growing concerns in recent years about trends among the poor and lower 

classes in the United States. Many observers have worried about the emergence of a class of non-

workers who live off of government benefits, a concern that took center stage during the 2012 

presidential election.  One of the most publicized moments in that campaign was when video emerged 

of the Republican candidate Mitt Romney telling an audience of potential donors that “47 percent” of 

Americans were dependent on government and lacked the will to take personal responsibility for their 

own lives. Romney later backed away from his statement, but he and his campaign continued to refer to 

a growing division between “makers” and “takers”—those who work, start businesses, and make their 

own way, versus those who take from the government. Similar concerns about non-work and 

government dependency have been expressed by a vast array of politicians, academics, and other public 

commentators over the years, both conservative and liberal.  Conservatives have tended to emphasize 

Americans’ waning work ethic, growing dependence on government, and changing values; while liberals 

have tended to emphasize the role of deindustrialization, job polarization, and other economic changes.  

But the underlying concern about the growth of a non-working, dependent class is common at both 

ends of the political spectrum.   

There have also been widespread concerns about the growing number of people stuck in “bad 

jobs” with low pay, high turnover, unreliable hours, and little hope for advancement.  Concerns about 

marginalized workers are generally not as politically contentious as those about the non-working poor, 

but they have nonetheless been the subject of an extensive body of research and commentary.  There 

has been a steady stream of reports documenting the growth of job polarization in the labor market, as 

technological advances eliminate mid-wage, highly-routinized jobs in fields like manufacturing and 
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clerical work (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 2006; Autor, Levy, and Murnane 2003; Goos and Manning 2007; 

Jaimovich and Siu 2012; Wright and Dwyer 2003). Others have expressed more general worries about 

employers’ increasing reliance on temporary workers, part-time workers, and other non-standard work 

arrangements (Herzenberg, Alic, and Wial 1998; Kalleberg 2011; Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 2000).   

In this paper, I take on both of these trends at once, along with any other changes that might be 

taking place at the bottom of the class structure in the United States.  I use latent class analysis to 

systematically identify classes of people in terms of their work and income characteristics: the quantity 

and stability of their employment, the level of their earnings, their receipt (or non-receipt) of 

government income, the quality of the jobs they work in, and their reliance (or non-reliance) on family 

or other roommates whom they live with; I then assess how those latent classes changed over time.     

Such an analysis of the bottom of the class structure if badly needed.  There are incessant 

debates about the structure of social classes among those who are well off, but the tendency among 

scholars is either to ignore the bottom (by confining the analysis to those with jobs) or to group them 

into a single category of “unemployed” (or something similar). But as the number of people at the 

bottom of the class structure continues to swell, and changes in their behavior and attitudes become 

more widely noted, politicized, and debated, it becomes ever more important to distinguish more 

carefully between different types of disadvantage.  

My analysis also takes on the changing role of education, race, and geography in shaping the 

class structure. Most previous research suggests that people with the least education have been 

impacted the most by changes in the labor market.  And many have argued that even after accounting 

for education, non-whites have been hit the hardest, especially non-whites living in highly-segregated 

inner-city neighborhoods.  In the 1970s and 1980s, rising joblessness was usually associated with inner-

city black neighborhoods, and Wilson (1987) and others (e.g., Massey 1993) have argued forcefully that 

urban black neighborhoods were particularly susceptible to economic changes because so many people 
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in those neighborhoods were already in the most precarious labor market positions. But more recent 

research has focused on joblessness among other groups such as urban Latinos, poor whites, and people 

living in rural areas, and have found very similar trends and consequences (Dohan 2003; Duncan 1999; 

Murray 2012). The economic changes that wreaked havoc in urban black neighborhoods in earlier years 

might now be spreading to other populations, or perhaps the trends among those other populations 

have always mirrored those among urban blacks but only recently come to be widely acknowledged.   

To preview the paper’s main findings, I find that changes in the class structure reflect the well-

known processes of deindustrialization and job polarization.  The number of people in the more 

advantaged classes—those with full-time, year-round work, good jobs, and above poverty-level 

earnings—decreased overall, but even as it decreased an “old” middle class was largely being replaced 

by an even more advantaged “new” middle class. The vast majority of people in both the old and new 

middle classes were supported by steady work and high earnings, but those in the new middle class are 

even less likely to experience disadvantage than those in the old.   

Outside of the middle classes, there was substantial growth in two disadvantaged classes: class 

of “non-workers” and a class of “unassisted struggling workers.” The class of non-workers includes 

people with no attachment to work who are largely dependent on income from government or on the 

incomes of other household members.  The class of unassisted struggling workers includes people with 

strong attachment to work, but many of whom have low earnings or low job quality and little regular 

cash income from government programs. This result is striking, given the vast amount of attention that 

has gone to the rise of a non-working, dependent class.  There is a growing class of non-workers, and 

many in that class receive government benefits, but it has grown alongside another class of people who 

work regularly and receive little government assistance.  Economic changes have created not only a 

dependent class outside of the labor market altogether, but also a class of struggling and largely 

unassisted workers in the lower tiers of the labor market.   
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In the second part of the analysis, which looks at demographic changes, I find that the people 

most likely to belong to the disadvantaged classes are those that we would expect to be based on 

previous literature: people with low levels of education, non-whites, and people living in inner-city or 

rural areas (rather than suburban areas).  The influence of education has grown over time, with less-

educated people becoming ever more likely to be disadvantaged.  The influence of race and geography 

has been more stable, but a few subtle changes are noteworthy.  Black families living in inner-cities have 

received an extraordinary amount of scholarly attention, but my models suggest that blacks in rural 

areas are even more vulnerable to the effects of geographic isolation.  On the other hand, black people’s 

vulnerability to inner-city isolation appears to be growing over time—in the early 1970s, the inner-city 

effect was somewhat smaller for blacks than for people in other racial groups; but by the 2000s, the 

effect for blacks appears to be larger than for other groups.  This is consistent with the contention of 

Wilson (1978, 1987) and others that the vulnerable position of inner-city blacks increased as advances in 

fair housing legislation allowed better-off black families to move away from the most distressed inner-

city neighborhoods, leaving in their wake neighborhoods with even less economic and social stability 

than ever before.   

 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON TRENDS IN THE STRUCTURE OF POVERTY 

Concerns about changes in the structure of poverty can be more or less divided into two broad 

camps: research on the non-working poor and research on the working poor.  The non-working poor 

have been the focus of intense debate among both academic and non-academic observers as 

joblessness among working-age men increased over the past forty years.  The working poor have been 

the subject of research on changes in the labor market such as job polarization and the increasing use of 

non-standard employment arrangements.  Research on the two types of disadvantage has at times 
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overlapped but more often been carried out separately.  Thus, I first review previous research on the 

non-working poor and then turn to the research on the working poor.   

 

The Non-Working Poor 

Most of the research on the non-working poor stems from a simple demographic fact: over the 

last half of the 20th century and into the start of the 21st century, there has been a steady decline in the 

percentage of working-age people who are supported by their own or a spouse’s work and earnings.  In 

1948, when the Bureau of Labor Statistics first started publishing official employment statistics, nearly 

all men between the ages of 25 and 54 (94 percent) were working. The rate stayed at about that level 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, but it started to fall in the 1970s.  It had dropped to around 90 percent 

by the late 1970s, and then to around 88 percent in the early 1980s.  It fluctuated around that level 

through the 1990s but then fell sharply during the economic downturn of the late 2000s, reaching a low 

of 81 percent in 2010.    

The decline in work among men is to some degree counterbalanced by the simultaneous rise in 

work among women. As men were leaving the work force, women were entering it in large numbers.  

The percentage of 25- to 54-year old women with jobs shot up from just over a third in 1950 to about 70 

percent in the late 2000s. But this huge increase in women’s employment had a surprisingly small effect 

on the overall rate of people who were supported by their own or a spouse’s work.  There are two main 

reasons for this.  For one thing, many of the women entering the labor market were the second earners 

in their homes, so their entrance into the labor market didn’t increase the number of households 

supported by a worker (though many undoubtedly raised the income and standard of living of their 

households). The other reason is that marriage rates declined over this period, and single women have 

always had and continue to have lower employment rates than single men.  Even though that gap has 

narrowed substantially, the swelling numbers of single people mean that fewer women overall are 
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supported by work. According to estimates published by the U.S. Census Bureau, the percentage of 

households with no workers roughly doubled between 1960 and 2010, from 7 to 16 percent (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2011).   

Of course, the fact that people are not employed according to official labor statistics does not 

mean that they are not engaged with work at all.  In fact, ethnographers consistently find that even 

people without jobs in the formal economy spend a good deal of their time on various income-

generating activities.  In addition to illegal work such as prostitution or selling drugs, people engage in all 

sorts of work that is illegal only in the sense that it is conducted “off-the-books,” such as selling goods or 

food, childcare, and making auto repairs (Dohan 2003; Venkatesh 2006).  Even those receiving 

government income usually have to find ways to supplement it—the level of benefits is often so low 

that virtually no one can survive on welfare alone (Edin and Lein 1997).  But it is unlikely that these types 

of informal work would be reported in a labor survey, so people engaged in this type of work probably 

don’t show up in the official statistics as employed. This being the case, the fall in employment might be 

seen as partially a shift from employment in the formal economy to employment in the informal 

economy.  Even so, the decrease in formal-sector employment is still monumental. Work in the informal 

economy is not subject to the same sorts of protections and benefits that govern the formal economy; 

there are no minimum wages, unemployment insurance, or retirement benefits; there is little protection 

against theft or exploitation; the jobs usually have unstable duration and hours, and are often 

dangerous.  Moreover, informal jobs can’t be listed on a resume and rarely lead to any sort of upward 

mobility in the labor market. Thus, even though people who are officially out of work are not necessarily 

idle, they are still for the most part substantially worse off in terms of economic security than workers in 

the formal labor market.  

Explanations for the rise of the non-work can be roughly divided into two general camps: those 

that blame economic changes and those that blame the generosity of social welfare programs.  There is 
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considerable variation within each of the two camps, and a number of explanations do not fit neatly into 

either category, or fit into both.  But most explanations have tended to emphasize one or the other of 

these two root causes, so I first discuss the literature focusing on the economy as the reason for growing 

joblessness, and then turn to explanations that have given more attention to the role of welfare. 

 

Economic Explanations for Non-Working Poverty 

One of the first people to point to economic change as the source of rising joblessness was the 

Swedish social scientist Gunnar Myrdal.  Myrdal is best known for writing An American Dilemma (1944), 

an influential critique of U.S. race relations that was cited in the Brown v. Board of Education decision 

against racial segregation in schools. But later in his career, Myrdal turned his attention to the rise of the 

non-working poor (Myrdal 1962). He argued that as the economy advanced, it came to require fewer 

and fewer workers.  Some jobs were shifted overseas, and others became unnecessary as technology 

became more sophisticated and productivity increased. The jobs that remained, he argued, tended to 

require a high level of education and training.  These changes left a growing pool of workers with no 

place in the labor market. Many were out of work entirely, and others were stuck in temporary, low-

paying, or part-time jobs. He described at length the nefarious effects this would have on individuals and 

families, warning that the nation was on the verge of having a “substratum of hopeless and miserable 

people, detached from the nation at large” (Myrdal 1962, p. 8).  He couldn’t find a suitable word to 

describe this new class in English, so he imported one from the Swedish language: the “underclass.” 

That term came to shape our understanding of the non-working poor, even though Myrdal’s own 

description of the underclass was largely forgotten.   

The trends that Myrdal noted in the early 1960s continued to intensify in the 1970s and 1980s: 

manufacturing continued to decline, male joblessness kept increasing, and welfare dependency, family 

instability, and crime kept going up.  Journalists started to turn their attention to these trends, and many 
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latched onto Myrdal’s term.  But they tended to write about the underclass in ways that differed from 

Myrdal in two important ways. First, they de-emphasized his emphasis on the economic roots of the 

underclass, focusing instead on the more newsworthy changes that Myrdal would have argued were the 

consequences of economic change—such as rising poverty and crime, a sense of alienation and 

hopelessness, and broken families.  Second, they started to focus almost exclusively on poor urban 

blacks as the group making up the majority of the underclass.  Myrdal himself had noted that minorities 

were particularly vulnerable to the changes in the economy, because they were so much more likely 

than whites to lack the education and skills needed to be competitive in the new labor market.  But 

while he hadn’t dwelled much on that fact, seeing the problem as one affecting low-skill people of all 

races, the media painted a portrait of the underclass that was almost entirely black and urban.     

This re-interpretation of the underclass is clear in a 1970s cover story in Time magazine (Time 

1977). The story cited Myrdal and noted that the underclass’s main problem was a lack of jobs. 

However, its main purpose was to shock its presumed middle-class audience with stories about 

frightening “unreachables,” a growing group of people who were “more intractable, more socially alien 

and more hostile than almost anyone had imagined.”  The image on the magazine’s cover showed only 

non-white faces, with the title “Minority Within a Minority: The Underclass,” further reinforcing the 

article’s message that the trends underway were a problem of people living in non-white inner-city 

neighborhoods.  A similar image of the underclass was presented a few years later by the New Yorker, in 

a series of articles on the underclass by Ken Auletta, later published in book form (Auletta 1982).  

Auletta described the underclass in much the same way as Time had described it: a collection of welfare 

recipients, street criminals, hustlers, drunks, drifters, homeless people, and released mental patients 

(Auletta 1982, p. xvi).  Myrdal’s strong emphasis on the underclass as a labor market problem had all but 

entirely disappeared, and the underclass had unambiguously become a problem of poor non-whites in 

inner cities. 
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This new image of the black, urban underclass set the stage for one of the most influential 

pieces of research on growing joblessness to date.  It was in response to this image that sociologist 

William Julius Wilson, primarily in his work The Truly Disadvantaged (1987; see also Wilson 1978, 1996), 

re-kindled economic explanations for the rise in joblessness. However, Wilson’s argument differed from 

Myrdal’s in one main respect: he accepted the new image of the underclass that had become prominent 

in the media, focusing his argument specifically on the poor black inner-city neighborhoods.  

Wilson argued that joblessness and other social problems had sky-rocketed among poor urban 

blacks for two primary reasons—first, because of deindustrialization and the disappearance of jobs; and 

second, because of the migration of more advantaged black families out of the inner city and into the 

suburbs.1  Black workers and families had migrated to northern cities from the rural south throughout 

the early and mid-twentieth century, drawn there by job opportunities in manufacturing and similar 

industries. After arrival, they were largely confined to the very worst neighborhoods in those cities, and 

even those families with the financial resources to move into better neighborhoods were largely 

prevented from doing so because of racial discrimination.  The resulting highly-segregated black 

neighborhoods were usually among the poorest, most dangerous and overcrowded, and generally most 

disadvantaged neighborhoods in their respective cities.  Nonetheless, since relatively well-off black 

families lived in these neighborhoods alongside their more disadvantaged neighbors, the neighborhoods 

maintained a considerable amount of economic diversity with strong support for churches and other 

neighborhood institutions. But starting in the 1970s, things changed.  Manufacturing and similar jobs 

declined precipitously in many cities, and black workers were hit especially hard. At the same time, fair 

housing laws started to allow the more advantaged black families to leave the worst ghetto 

neighborhoods.  As those better-off families moved away, they left behind neighborhoods that were 

even worse off than they’d ever been before.  Rates of joblessness, poverty, welfare receipt, single 

parenting, drug use, and other social ills sky-rocketed.  For Wilson, this population was the underclass.  
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The public had become fascinated by the social problems that flourished in the inner cities, but the root 

cause of those problems, he argued, was the economic devastation of the black community in the wake 

of deindustrialization.   

Wilson’s argument was hugely influential, earning him a National Medal of Science from 

President Bill Clinton in 1998, and shaping the way that a generation of social scientists viewed urban 

poverty and joblessness.  His arguments remain influential and widely-cited more than 25 years later, 

and his focus on economic change as the catalyst for the growth of the non-working poor has persisted 

among most sociologists.  However, recent scholarship has started to shift away from Wilson’s (and 

others’ of that time period) near-exclusive focus on urban blacks. Ethnographers have documented 

similar problems of rising joblessness and the concomitant ills of welfare dependency and family 

instability among populations other than urban blacks—for instance,  rural whites in Appalachia (Duncan 

1999) and the Midwest (Reding 2009), rural blacks in the Mississippi Delta region (Duncan 1999), and 

inner-city Latinos (Bourgois 2003[1996]; Dohan 2003).  It has come to be widely accepted that the forces 

that Wilson described as shaping the conditions faced by inner-city blacks have also influenced people of 

other races and geographic locations.  This point was made particularly clearly by Murray (2012), who 

analyzed data for the white population only and showed that the rise in non-work (and many related 

trends) looks very much the same for whites as it looks for blacks. 

 

“Welfare” Explanations for Non-Working Poverty 

The second major explanation for the increase in non-working poverty is the generosity of the 

social safety net.  This argument, in its simplest form, posits that fewer people are working because they 

are able to live adequately off of government benefits (Murray 1984; Mead 1986, 1992).  This type of 

argument was first made prominent in the 1980s, and at that time, the program causing the most 

concern was the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, the traditional cash welfare 
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program to help poor single parents (usually mothers) with children.  The main cause for concern was 

that the number of people receiving AFDC benefits sky-rocketed during the 1960s and 1970s, from just 

over 3 million people in 1960 to over 11 million people in 1975 (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services 2012).  Even as a percentage of the population, the rate more than doubled during that time, 

from around 2 percent to more than 5 percent of the population.   

In 1996, the AFDC program was overhauled by Congress, thanks in large part to those who 

argued that the program was contributing to rising joblessness. It was replaced by a new program, 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), that instituted new work requirements and limited 

each recipient to a lifetime maximum of 60 months of benefits. Caseloads plummeted over the next 

decade, from over 14 million recipients in 1994 to under 4 million in 2008.  At the same time, the 

economic situation of single women improved—their work participation rates and total income went 

up, and their poverty rate fell—and the reforms came to be viewed as a successful way to reduce 

welfare dependency and increase work among women (Blank 2004, 2006; Cherlin 2004). This gave some 

credence to the argument that welfare was at least one important factor influencing the rise in non-

working poverty. 

However, even in the wake of welfare reforms, the rate of joblessness among men continued to 

increase.  Very few adult men have ever received AFDC or TANF benefits, so changes to those programs 

had little impact on men’s employment rates. The focus of the welfare debate thus shifted to a different 

program, one that does provide benefits to working-age men: the Social Security Disability Insurance 

(DI) program.  The percentage of people ages 25 to 64 receiving DI benefits doubled between the 1980s 

and 2009, and much of the increase was due to growth in the number of people with non-life-

threatening disabilities such as back pain and mental illness (Autor and Duggan 2003, 2006, 2010).  

Some of the growth in benefit levels can be attributed to demographic factors.  The working-age 

population is getting older, and older people are more likely to apply and qualify for benefits; plus, 
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increasing numbers of women have the work histories to be eligible to apply for benefits (Ruffing 2013). 

But even after adjusting for age and sex, recipiency rates have clearly risen substantially.  

Both liberal and conservative commentators have worried about this trend.  The conservative 

interpretation of the trend is that the DI program allows people who are capable of working to instead 

live off of the government (Murray 2012).  The liberal interpretation puts more emphasis on economic 

changes that have made it more difficult for people with low skills and education to find jobs.  They 

argue that many people receiving DI benefits might be able to work at other, less physically demanding 

jobs, but rather than providing the necessary resources and support to help people find those new jobs, 

the government has effectively given up on them and relegated them to survive on subsistence-level DI 

benefits. Moreover, recipients are actively discouraged from attempting to re-enter the labor market by 

the threat of reduced benefits (Duncan 1999; Glass 2013).  Although they differ in tone, both the 

conservative and liberal interpretations acknowledge the increase in the welfare-dependent non-

working poor as an important trend and a major social problem. 

 

The Working Poor 

Although generally not as contentious as debates about the underclass and the non-working 

poor, research and discussion about the working poor has also been abundant. In reviewing that 

research, I use a broad definition of the working poor.  I count as “poor” not only those who 

government statistics would classify as poor based on their incomes in a given year, but anyone who is 

unable to achieve the stable, comfortable lifestyle of the middle class and who remains vulnerable to 

poverty: people whose work and earnings vary from year to year because they lack stable employment, 

for instance, or those whose earnings are fairly regular but so low that they are always just one medical 

emergency, family disruption, job loss, or other catastrophe away from falling into poverty.   
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Some researchers have focused on the working poor in direct response to all of the attention 

that has gone to the non-working poor.  Scholars such as Katherine Newman (Newman 1999; Newman 

and Chen 2007) have made great effort to document that even in the most disadvantaged 

neighborhoods with the lowest levels of employment, a substantial proportion of the population 

remains employed. Newman reports that she was inspired to study the working poor while riding in a 

taxi through the impoverished neighborhood of Harlem in New York City.  Harlem was the type of 

neighborhood that, in the wake of the underclass debate, had generated a huge amount of attention for 

its sharp rise in joblessness, crime, and other social ills.  But as Newman rode through its streets, she 

saw them teeming with people working or headed to work—people filing into the subway stations, 

packed into bus stops, fighting their way through crowded sidewalks, and setting up wares to sell along 

the street.  It was a marked contrast to the dominant scholarly image of idleness and isolation that came 

from Wilson’s The Truly Disadvantaged and other research on the underclass. In response, she carried 

out an ethnographic study documenting the lives of low-wage workers in Harlem (Newman 1999), 

arguing that many of them are stuck in these jobs because they lack the skills and credentials to get 

better jobs, and because the jobs themselves offer few ladders upward to more promising careers. 

Newman’s concerns about the working poor fit with a much older literature on the division 

between “good’ and “bad” jobs (Doeringer and Piore 1971; Piore 1970).  In the 1970s, many argued that 

the labor market was not an open system with a free flow of movement between good and bad jobs.  

Instead, it was divided into primary and secondary sectors, with most people belonging to either one or 

the other for most of their careers. Jobs in the primary sector—“good” jobs—had high wages, good 

working conditions, employment stability and job security, chances for advancement, and equity and 

due process in work rules.  Jobs in the secondary sector—“bad” jobs—had low wages and benefits, poor 

working conditions, high turnover, little chance for advancement, and often arbitrary and capricious 
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supervision.  It was acknowledged that many jobs fell somewhere in between the two extremes, but this 

was nonetheless seen as an instructive way to view the labor market.  

In recent years there has been mounting evidence that more and more people are stuck in bad 

jobs in the secondary sector of the labor market. Part of this is due to the increasing prevalence of non-

standard work arrangements such as contingent, part-time, and temporary jobs (Harrison and Bluestone 

1988; Herzenberg, Alic, and Wial 1998; Kalleberg 2011; Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 2000; Tilly 1996). 

It has also been driven by a well-documented polarization of the labor market.  Since 1980, most job 

growth has been among either the highest-paid or the worst-paid jobs.  Growth has been much slower 

for jobs in the middle of the wage and skill distribution (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 2006; Autor, Levy, and 

Murnane 2003; Doussard, Peck, and Theodore 2009; Goos and Manning 2007; Jaimovich and Siu 2012; 

Kalleberg 2011; Wright and Dwyer 2003).   There is some variation in this pattern across cities—Los 

Angeles seems to have experienced more growth in low-wage jobs, for instance, while New York City 

has seen more growth in high-wage jobs; and Houston has seen less polarization overall than 

Philadelphia—but the general pattern of higher growth at the top and bottom than in the middle of the 

job structure is remarkably consistent (Doussard et al. 2009).  This job polarization is thought to be 

driven by the role of technology in replacing jobs that are highly routinized, including many types of 

manufacturing jobs and lower-level clerical work (Autor, Levy, and Murnane 2003; Goos and Manning 

2007; Goos, Manning, and Salomons 2011), and by the increasing demand for care work—jobs in fields 

such as teaching, child care, health care, and cleaning—as the population ages and women increasingly 

work outside of the home (Dwyer 2013).  

 

ANALYZING THE STRUCTURE OF POVERTY 

 I have grouped previous research into two big camps—research on the working poor and 

research on the non-working poor—but within each of those camps there is potential for tremendous 
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variation in people’s overall relationships to work and income. The research I have just reviewed would 

suggest that there has been the emergence of a class of people who don’t work and receive government 

income, and perhaps a second class of people who work but don’t earn enough to make an adequate 

living.  But there could be many other groups as well.  Among non-workers, for instance, there could be 

a sizeable, and perhaps growing, group who do not received government income.  And similarly among 

marginalized workers, there could be those supported by government and those un-supported.  There 

are also a number of different ways in which these workers could be disadvantaged—perhaps they 

experience frequent spells of unemployment or work in highly unstable jobs, perhaps they work in low-

paying jobs, or perhaps they aren’t able to work enough hours in a week to get by.  In other words, 

there are many dimensions along which people might be disadvantaged in terms of work and income: 

the quality and stability of their jobs, the level of their earnings, their access to unearned income such as 

personal savings or rental income, and whether or not they receive government income or live with 

family or other roommates.  

 One strategy for analyzing all of these dimensions of disadvantage simultaneously would be to 

look at all possible combinations of characteristics.  But this would result in dozens of possible 

combinations, and it would be difficult to make sense of all of them in a coherent way.  An alternative 

strategy would be decide in advance which combinations of characteristics should be grouped together 

and to classify people into pre-defined classes to see which of them are growing over time.  This strategy 

would certainly be more tractable than looking at all of the possible combinations.  But deciding in 

advance which combinations of characteristics are meaningful could hide important trends among the 

combinations not pre-selected.  Thus, I instead use latent class analysis, a statistical method described in 

greater detail below, to identify the combinations of characteristics where most people tend to cluster.   

 What types of classes might emerge from the analysis?  As  noted above, the massive literature 

on the rise of joblessness among the poor suggests that one or more latent classes is likely to consist of 
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non-workers, and that at least one of those non-working classes is growing.  For instance, there could be 

a class of non-workers dependent on government, an “overclass” of non-workers who live well off of 

unearned personal income, or a class whose only source of income is other members of their household.  

Previous research would also suggest that there is one or more classes of people who work but remain 

vulnerable in terms of their earnings or the stability of their jobs. As with the non-working poor, there 

could be multiple types of working poverty, and it is likely that at least one of them is growing. Finally, 

given the trend toward increasing job polarization since 1980, we might expect to see a growing gap 

between the more advantaged classes—those with good jobs, steady employment, and high earnings—

and the more disadvantaged classes, a hollowing out of the middle that reflects patterns in job growth.  

Over time, do the good characteristics come to hang together more tightly on one end of the class 

structure, with the bad characteristics hanging together more tightly at the other end? 

 Given the important role that previous scholars have assigned to demographic characteristics 

such as race, geography, and education, any analysis of changes at the bottom of the class structure 

should also incorporate these factors.  Research on both the working and non-working poor has 

suggested that the people most vulnerable to economic changes are those with the least education, 

since they would have the most difficulty competing for the shrinking number of good jobs.  This leads 

to the expectation that less-educated people become more likely to belong to the more disadvantaged 

classes over time. And the large body of work on the urban black underclass suggests that even after 

accounting for education, inner-city blacks might be especially likely to belong to the non-working 

classes.  On the other hand, more recent work on the non-working poor has tended to emphasize that 

the same forces long thought to be driving up joblessness among urban blacks have also been driving up 

joblessness in suburbs, rural areas, and among other racial groups.  Perhaps the importance of race and 

geography is shrinking over time, or perhaps it was never as important as the underclass literature 

suggested.    
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DATA AND METHODS 

I use data from the March supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS).  The CPS is a 

monthly survey of U.S. households conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau to collect information about 

the employment characteristics of the U.S. population. The March supplement is an additional battery 

of questions asked once a year (in March) to collect more detailed information about respondents’ work 

and income during the previous calendar year.     

Microdata from the March supplement are available from 1962 through 2012, but my analysis 

starts in 1968. The survey did not include many of my key variables in earlier years.  I downloaded the 

data from the Minnesota Population Center’s Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) database 

(King et al. 2010). Most of my analyses are limited to people between the ages of 30 and 49, and sample 

sizes in that age group range from about 20,000 to 70,000 people per year, with later years having larger 

samples.  The CPS has a moderate amount of missing data from items where the response was “don’t 

know” or “refused,” but the Census Bureau imputes the missing values.2  

 

Variables 

Weeks worked. Weeks worked is a composite of two separate variables: whether a person is 

currently employed at the time of the CPS interview in March, and the number of weeks the person 

worked during the previous calendar year. (Vacation and sick leave count as work.)  I use a variable with 

four categories: constant work, near-constant work, some work, and no work. People with constant 

work were employed at least 50 weeks during the previous year and were employed at the time of the 

interview. People with near-constant work were employed at least half of the previous year, but either 

worked less than 50 weeks or were not working at the time of the interview. People with some work 

were employed no more than half of the previous year but either worked at least one week or were 



20 
 

working at the time of the interview; and people with no work weren’t employed at all during the 

previous year and weren’t working at the time of the interview. 

In some cases, people are coded with the number of weeks that their spouse worked instead of 

the number of weeks they worked themselves. This is the case for people who were married and living 

with their spouses, and who worked less than their spouses.  In a sense, the variable represents the 

number of weeks that the person was supported (at least partially) by earnings as opposed to being 

supported by government benefits or other types of income. This approach is similar to Erikson’s (1984) 

“dominance” approach to assigning class positions to families.   It assumes that all members of a family 

share the same class position, and that that class position is best described by the work characteristics 

of the “dominant” worker.  

 Full-time employment. I use a dummy variable indicating whether a person was supported by 

full-time work during the previous calendar year.  Full-time work is defined as thirty-five hours or more 

per week.  As with the weeks-worked variable, I code this variable using the dominance approach for 

married couples, so if one spouse did not work full-time but the other did, they are both coded as having 

been supported by full-time work. 

Earnings. I use total earnings from the previous calendar year, including all wage, business, and 

farm income.  If a person was married and living with his or her spouse, the spouse’s earnings are also 

included in the total.  Earnings are split into three categories:  high, low, and insignificant. High earnings 

are equal to or greater than the official poverty threshold for a family of four with two children, adjusted 

for geographic differences in the cost of housing. Low earnings are less than that threshold but at least 

one-twelfth of it (indicating at least a month’s worth of high earnings), and insignificant earnings are less 

than one-twelfth of the threshold.  In 2012, the cutoff between insignificant and low earnings ranged 

from about $1,500 to about $2,000 depending on geographic location, and the cutoff between low and 
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high earnings ranged from about $18,000 to $25,000.  See Appendix A for a more detailed description of 

the earnings variable. 

Government income. This variable represents the sum of all regular cash income from 

government sources.  It is coded as high, low, or insignificant using the same cutoffs as the earning 

variable.  The specific types of government income included in the CPS have changed over time.  From 

1968 to 1975, people were asked about Social Security income, “welfare” income, and any other 

government income.  In 1976, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) was added as a fourth category.  In 

1988, the “other” category was eliminated and six other specific types of assistance were added: 

unemployment, worker’s compensation, veteran’s assistance, survivor’s insurance, disability, and 

educational assistance.  The variable does not include the value of food stamps, public housing, rent 

subsidies, or energy assistance.  It also measures pre-tax income, so it does not reflect the amount of 

taxes that people pay or any credits they receive, including the Earned Income Tax Credit.  These 

programs are left out of my measure of government because they aren’t available in the CPS over the 

entire time period of my analysis; however, I will discuss supplementary analyses that examine how 

including them would likely impact my results.  

Personal income from other sources.  This variable captures the amount of income received 

from sources other than earnings and government. It includes pensions and other types of retirement 

income, interest, dividends, trusts, rental income, child support receipts and alimony, and regular 

financial assistance from friends or family not living in the household. (Retirement income is included 

even for government employees, railroad workers, and other ex-military.  Social security and veteran’s 

administration payments, however, count as government income rather than retirement income.)  

Personal income is coded as high, low, or insignificant, using the same cutoffs as the earnings variable. 

Family/household income.  This variable is the total amount of income received by everyone in a 

person’s household except for the person him or herself and the person’s spouse.  As with the other 
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income variables, it is coded as high, low, or insignificant.  Note that this is not a measure of income that 

is actually received by the respondent from these other household members—such contributions, if 

reported, would be counted under the previous category, “other personal income.”  Instead, this 

variables measures the mere presence of other income within the respondent’s household. The degree 

to which that income is available to the respondent probably varies tremendously, from roommates 

who don’t share income at all at one end of the continuum, to an adult being supported by his parents 

at the other end.  But since most people between the ages of 30 and 49 prefer to maintain their own 

households when they can, it is probably safe to assume that at the very least, the presence of other 

income in the household reflects that people are doubling up with others as a way of minimizing their 

own shelter costs.   

Low-Unemployment Occupation.  This is a dummy variable for respondents in occupations with 

low unemployment rates. CPS respondents report the primary occupation in which they were employed 

during the preceding week. If they worked more than one job during that week, they report the one at 

which they worked the most hours.  People who are unemployed or not currently in the labor force 

name their most recent occupation. As with the other employment variables, I use dominance coding, 

assigning both spouses the occupation with the lowest unemployment rate.  An occupation is 

considered a low-unemployment occupation if its unemployment rate is no more than 1.5 times the 

overall unemployment rate in a given year. I calculated occupational unemployment rates using Census 

data from 1960 to 2000, and American Community Survey data for 2010.   

High-wage occupation. This is a dummy variable for respondents in occupations with average 

weekly wages greater than or equal to the 40th percentile of wages for all workers in that year.  When 

spouses live together, I assign them both the occupation of the spouses with the higher-wage 

occupation.  I calculated occupational wages using data from the 1960-2000 Censuses and the 2010 

American Community Survey.  A weekly wage is a worker’s total earnings for the previous year divided 
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by the number of weeks worked. Since number of weeks worked is reported in categories (for instance, 

1 to 13 weeks), the number of weeks is imputed as the mid-point of each category.    

Demographic variables.  I use four demographic variables: race, education, metropolitan status, 

and age.  Race has four categories: white non-Hispanic, black non-Hispanic, other race non-Hispanic, and 

Hispanic (any race).  Education has five categories: less than high school, high school degree but no 

college, some college but less than a Bachelor’s degree, Bachelor’s degree, and advanced degree.  

Metropolitan status has three categories: central city, suburban, or rural.  Age is a continuous variable.   

 

Latent Class Analysis of the Structure of Poverty 

 I use latent class analysis to identify natural clusters of cases in terms of the work and income 

variables described above.  Latent class analysis is similar to cluster analysis in that it sorts cases into 

groups, but it differs from cluster analysis in that it uses a probabilistic model to do so.  The model 

assumes that there is a categorical latent variable that explains the correlations among a group of 

observed indicators. The categories of the latent variable represent clusters, or “classes,” of people 

within the population. The correlation between indicators among the entire population is assumed to be 

explained by those classes, such that within classes all of the indicators are uncorrelated (Magidsun and 

Vermunt 2004). The key parameters of the model are the proportion of the population that falls into 

each class, and, within each class, the conditional probabilities associated with each of the observed 

variables.  

 I estimate the latent class models with all years of data combined. I use period as a covariate in 

the model, with nine periods of five years each, starting with 1968-1972 and ending with 2008-2012.  

The typical approach to estimating a latent class model is to first estimate a one-class model as a 

baseline, and then add one class at a time, checking for model fit after each class is added. As a general 

rule of thumb, the optimal number of latent classes is the smallest number of classes needed to satisfy 
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the assumption of local independence—that is, the smallest number of classes within which the 

indicators of work detachment are uncorrelated with one another.  Two pieces of information are 

commonly used to assess model fit are the L2 statistic and the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC).  The 

L2 statistic represents the total amount of association between variables within classes. If the model fits 

perfectly, then the expected L2 is zero, meaning that within the latent classes there is no correlation 

between variables.  If the null hypothesis that L2 is equal to zero is rejected, then another latent class 

should be added to further reduce within-class correlation. The BIC is a more universal measure of 

model fit.  Lower values represent better model fit, so the model with the lowest BIC is generally 

considered the best-fitting model.  However, sometimes neither the L2 statistic nor the BIC point to a 

clear preferred model. In those cases, the best model can be selected based on its substantive 

interpretability. 

  

Multinomial Regression of Class Membership 

Next I use multinomial logistic regression to examine demographic differences between the 

latent classes. I assign everyone to the class they are most likely to belong to according to profile of the 

preferred model. The probability that a person belongs to class X given a particular response pattern 

ABC is calculated as:  

 

  

Multinomial logistic regression is similar to regular logistic regression except that it allows for 

the outcome variable to have more than two categories. For an outcome variable with n categories, one 

category is used as the base category, and all of the other n-1 categories are compared to the base 
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category. The results include a separate set of regression coefficients for each of those n-1 categories. 

The basic equation for the model is as follows: 

log( [ Pr(y = m | x) ] / [ Pr(y = s | x) ] ) = βx, 

where s is the base category, m is one of the other n-1 categories, x is a vector of the independent 

variables (education, race, geography, and age), and β is a vector of coefficients defining the relationship 

between the independent variables and the log odds of the ratio of the probability of falling into 

category m versus the base category.   

My two-stage approach to the analysis is not strictly necessary. It is possible to model the 

relationship between the covariates and the latent classes simultaneously as part of the latent class 

analysis.  However, I separate the two stages, primarily because doing so allows me to estimate a 

simpler and more tractable measurement model.  In the second stage, I collapse periods and leave out 

some intervening years in order to emphasize the contrast between the early years in my analysis, the 

middle years, and the most recent years.  I also collapse some of the latent classes, as will be discussed 

below, in order to focus on those classes that change in meaningful ways over time.   

 

RESULTS 

 Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for all variables in the latent class model, for 

the first and last periods and for all periods combined. These numbers reflect the decrease in work that 

took place over this period, as well as the increase in the number of people receiving government 

income. Across all time periods among both men and women, about 80 percent of people have been 

supported by constant work.  For men, the percentage fell slightly from 84% in the earliest period (1968-

1972) to only 78% in the most recent period (2008-2012), and for women it stayed constant at just 

under 80%.  But there is a bigger change in the number of people who aren’t supported by any work at 

all.  For men, the percentage with no work rises from 2 to 8 percent between the first and last periods; 
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for women, there is a smaller increase from 6 to 9 percent.  There is also a decline for both sexes in the 

number of people who were supported by full-time work at some point during the previous year and in 

the number of people supported by high earnings.  As rates of work and high earnings fell, rates of 

government income receipt increased.  In the earliest period, only 10 percent of men and 13 percent of 

women were supported by significant amounts of government income; by the most recent period, this 

had increased to 16 percent of men and 17 percent of women.   

(Table 1 about here.) 

 

Latent Class Analysis Results 

Table 2 presents the fit statistics for latent class models with one through seven classes, 

estimated separately for men and women.  For both sexes, none of the models are able to explain all of 

the association between the observed variables; the null hypothesis of no association within classes (L2 = 

0) is rejected at the p<.001 level in every model. In fact, I estimated models with even more classes, and 

none of these models fully explained all of the association between variables.  Similarly, the BIC fails to 

identify a preferred model. With each additional added class, it continues to decrease.  Therefore, I 

choose the best model by examining how the class profile changes with the addition of each new class 

and focusing on the simplest model that is able to distinguish between substantively meaningful classes.  

(Table 2 about here.) 

For both men and women, the two-, three-, four-, and five-class models all reveal a continuum 

of classes from most advantaged to least advantaged.  At one end of that continuum are people who 

might be thought of as the “middle class.”  They are supported by full-time, year-round jobs; they have 

high earnings; they receive little or no income from the government; they have relatively high amounts 

of personal income from other sources (such as savings and rental income); and they identify with high-

wage, low-unemployment occupations.  At the other end of the continuum are people with no work, 
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earnings, or occupational affiliation; high amounts of government income; and low amounts of personal 

income from other sources. In these simpler models, the latent classes can be more or less clearly 

arranged along this continuum.   

The six-class models for both men and women reveal more complex distinctions, and thus I 

focus on describing the results of the six-class models.  The simpler models conceal some of the 

important trends that emerge in the six-class models. The profiles of the six-class models are shown in 

Table 3 (for men) and Table 4 (for women). Those tables show the conditional probabilities associated 

with membership in each of the classes (i.e., the distribution of the observed variables within each of 

the latent classes) and the relative size of each class in each of the nine periods.  For example, in Table 3, 

members of the first latent class have a 98 percent probability of having been supported by constant 

work the previous year, while members of the sixth latent class have a 95 percent chance of having no 

work. The first class grew from 14 percent of men in the first period to 40 percent in the last, while the 

sixth class grew from 2 percent of men to 8 percent.  The relative class sizes are also shown in Figure 1.     

(Table 3, Table 4, and Figure 1 about here.) 

The results are strikingly similar for both men and women, but with a few small differences.  I 

start by discussing the results for men, and then I point out the ways in which the story is slightly 

different for women.   

 

Men’s Class Structure 

The first two latent classes for men have very similar profiles, and the majority of men in all time 

periods fall into one of them or the other. I label these two classes the new middle class and the old 

middle class because the first has largely replaced the second in terms of size. In the earliest period, 

about 62 percent of men belonged to the old middle class and 14 percent to the new middle class. By 
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the last period, the old middle class had fallen to about 20 percent of men, and the new middle class 

had swelled to 40 percent.  

The differences between the first two classes are small: in both, the vast majority of men are 

supported by constant, full-time work with above poverty-level earnings, insignificant levels of 

government income, and jobs in stable, well-paid occupations.  But the conditional probabilities show 

that the new middle class is slightly better off than the old middle class in a few respects. Its members 

are slightly more likely than members of the old middle class to have been supported by constant work 

the previous year (98 percent versus 94 percent); they are quite a bit more likely to have personal 

income from sources other than work and government (31 percent versus only 9 percent); and they are 

more likely to be affiliated with low-unemployment and high-wage occupations (99 versus 84 percent 

low-unemployment, and 100 versus 96 percent high-wage).  The differences between the two classes 

are not large, but they do suggest that the different dimensions of advantage have come to hang 

together more tightly at the top of the class structure.  

Even as the new middle class overtook the old, though, the combined size of the middle classes 

shrank.  In the first period (1968-1972), about 77 percent of men fell into one of the first two classes.  By 

the mid-1990s, it had fallen to only about 64 percent of men.  It grew again during the economic boom 

of the late 1990s, but was back down to 60 percent of men in the most recent period (2008-2012). This 

model is designed to parse out distinctions at the bottom of the class structure, so the threshold for 

being “advantaged” is quite low—requiring only steady work and income high enough to support a 

family. And it used to be that the over three-fourths of men met this modest threshold.  Over time, the 

middle class has become even better protected against disadvantage, as the new middle class overtook 

the old. But fewer and fewer men in each passing decade have made it into either of the middle classes. 

The third latent class is a supported middle class.  Similar to the first two classes, most men in 

the supported middle class (over 90 percent) have high earnings. What sets this class apart from the first 
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two classes is that its members worked significantly fewer weeks in the previous year, and over half 

received at least small amounts of government income. I consider them a “supported” middle class 

because they are financially secure and clearly engaged heavily with work, but many also have some 

support from government benefits, likely during the brief periods when they are not supported by work.   

Like the other middle classes, the supported middle class has gotten smaller, falling from around 13 

percent of men in the 1970s to less than 10 percent in the 2000s. 

The fourth latent class consists of unassisted struggling workers.  This class grew substantially 

over the past two decades, hovering around 5 percent of men or less through the 1970s and most of the 

1980s, but climbing to 15 percent by 2008-2012. Everyone in this class is supported by work—82 

percent by constant work and nearly everyone else by near-constant work.  That level of work is even 

higher than it is among the supported middle class.  The vast majority of men in this class are also 

supported by full-time work rather than part-time work. Nonetheless, their earnings are significantly 

lower than any of the first three classes, with 44 percent reporting low earnings.  I call this class 

unassisted because they were not helped much by government income or other types of personal 

income.  Only about 3 percent had significant government income from programs like Social Security, 

AFDC/TANF, or Disability Insurance; and only about 2 percent had significant income from dividends, 

interest, or other personal sources.  In the absence of government support or other personal income, 

many men in this class seem to deal with low earnings by living together with people other than their 

spouses: about 65 percent live in households with adults (other than their spouses) who report income, 

the highest of any of the six classes. 

I refer to this class as the “unassisted” class, but my model understates the level of government 

assistance they actually receive.  As discussed above, my measure of government income does not 

include some important programs—in particular, food stamps and housing assistance.  To assess the 

impact of omitting those types of assistance, I looked at the data for the years 1980-2012 (the years 
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when both variables are available in the CPS).  I classified people as receiving government assistance if 

they and their spouse combined received either “low” or “high” government income according to the 

measure used in my model, or if they received any amount of government housing or food assistance.  

Using that alternative measure, about 12 percent of men received some form of assistance, a markedly 

higher number than the 3 percent estimated by my model.  However, this still leaves the majority of the 

class un-assisted, and the level of assistance is much lower than in any of the other disadvantaged 

classes.  My measure also ignores any benefits people receive through tax credits such as the Earned 

Income Tax Credit (EITC).  To assess the impact of that omission, I looked at data for the years 1992-

2011 (the years for which imputed tax estimates based on the Census Bureau’s tax model are available 

in the CPS).  About 27 percent of men in the unassisted class are predicted to have received the EITC, 

indicating that it clearly is a valuable benefit for many in the “unassisted” class. However, the average 

amount of the credit for those who received it was less than $2,000, an amount unlikely to dramatically 

change recipients’ ability to support their families and make a good living. On the whole, labeling this 

class as “unassisted” struggling workers seems appropriate, especially relative to the other 

disadvantaged classes.   

The fifth latent class for men is the assisted working poor.  Virtually everyone in this class was 

supported by work at some point during the previous year, but most of them nonetheless had low 

earnings. Only about 5 percent had more than poverty-level earnings. Their low earnings result mostly 

from their low quantity of work: only 18 percent were supported by constant work, and a full 44 percent 

worked less than half the year. But they also suffered to some degree from the low quality of the 

occupations they worked in.  Fewer men in this class reported “good” occupations than in any of the 

middle classes—61 percent report low-unemployment occupations compared to 78-99 percent among 

the middle classes, and 83 percent report high-wage occupations, compared to 96-100 percent of the 

middle classes.  But this class still has better jobs than the unassisted struggling workers, 48% of whom 
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reported low-unemployment occupations and 73 percent of whom reported high-wage occupations. 

The low earnings of this class are supplemented by fairly high rates of government income.   A little over 

a third (37 percent) received at least small amounts of government income, and the supplemental 

analyses described above suggest that this figure increases to over half (53 percent) when food and 

housing assistance are included.  This class stays about the same in size over all periods, fluctuating 

between 5 to 9 percent of men.   

Finally, the sixth latent class is the non-working poor. This is the only class among men that 

includes people who weren’t supported by any work during the previous year, and virtually all of its 

members fall into that category. Only 5 percent were supported by work at any point, and virtually none 

had any earnings.   This is clearly not a self-supporting “overclass” of people living off of their own 

wealth—only about 10 percent had any significant amount of other personal income such as savings 

that they might be living off of during a spell of unemployment. Instead, most of the class’s members 

seem to depend on income from the government, on household members other than their spouses, or 

on some combination of the two.  About 59 percent reported government income, and the 

supplemental analyses described above suggest that about 70 percent receive government support 

when food and housing assistance are included.  About 60 percent live with people other than their 

spouses who have at least low levels of income.  By and large, they don’t live luxuriously using either of 

these strategies. Only 8 percent collect more than poverty-level income from the government, and only 

38 percent live with other household members who have high incomes.  

Like the class of unassisted struggling workers, the non-working class grew substantially as the 

middle classes shrank.  In the earliest period, only 2 percent of men fell in this class; by the most recent 

period, it had reached a high point of 8 percent.  The class got slightly bigger in each successive period 

except the economic boom years of 1998-2002. 
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Women’s Class Structure 

Overall, the results for women are very similar to the results for men. The first two classes are 

the new and old middle classes, with mostly the same characteristics as those classes among men.  In 

both, the vast majority of women are supported by constant work and high earnings. The new middle 

class is just slightly more advantaged than the old middle class.  About 97 percent of the new middle 

class is supported by constant work compared to 91 percent of the old middle class; 33 percent of the 

new class have other personal income compared to only 14 percent of the old class; and 100 percent 

have low-unemployment occupations, compared to 85 percent of the old middle class. As with the men, 

most women belong to one of these two classes in all periods, but the total number of women in the 

combined middle classes shrinks over time, and the new middle class overtakes the old in size. In the 

first period, 79 percent of women fall into one of the middle classes, with 67 percent in the old; and by 

the last period, only 70 percent fall into those two classes, with only 26 percent in the old.    

The third latent class for women is quite a bit different from the third class for men.  For men, 

the third class was a supported middle class, because 94 percent of its members had high earnings.  For 

women, though, only 28 percent have high earnings. The women in this class are also less well off in 

terms of the percentage who have full-time employment, personal unearned income, and job quality. 

Many do receive help from the government, though—43 percent report regular government income by 

my measure, and 61 percent in the supplementary analysis with food and housing assistance included.  

As a result, I label this class assisted struggling workers for women, reflecting that most women are 

supported by work, but they have relatively low earnings complemented by substantial levels of 

government income.   

The fourth latent class for women, unassisted struggling workers, is strikingly similar to the 

parallel class for men.  Most women in this class are supported by constant work, and the rest are 

supported by near-constant work. But despite this strong attachment to work, only 36 percent have 
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high earnings. This is even lower than for men in the same class, 56 percent of whom have high 

earnings.  Such low earnings probably result primarily from low job quality.  Women in this class have 

strong attachment to work in terms of weeks and hours, but only 56 percent are associated with low-

unemployment occupations and only 47 percent with high-wage occupations.  As with the men, this 

leaves them with jobs in worse occupations than any other class except for the non-working poor (most 

of whom don’t have any jobs at all).  Only about 3 percent of the women supplement their low earnings 

with regular government income (19 percent if housing and food stamps are included), a similar 

percentage as for men.  For the most part, women in this class are more likely to depend on various 

types of roommates than on government support.  Over half of women in this class live with adults 

other than their spouses who report significant levels of income.  That percentage is not as high as it is 

for men in this class—perhaps because women are more likely to have children, making it harder for 

them to double up with other families—but it is still considerably higher than for any other class among 

women. 

The class of unassisted struggling workers got larger over time for women, as it did for men, but 

not as dramatically. In the men’s class structure, this class tripled in size, from 5 to 15 percent of men.  

Among women, its growth was more modest. It included 5 percent of women or less through the 1980s, 

and then increased to 9 percent of women in the 2000s.   

The fifth latent class among women, the peripherally-engaged working poor, has no parallel in 

the men’s class structure. For women in this class, levels of work are very low—about 45 percent had 

were not supported by work at all during the previous year, and another 48 percent worked less than 

half the year.  Only 3 percent were supported by full-time jobs, and no one in this class had any 

significant earnings from either themselves or their spouses. The primary characteristic distinguishing 

this class from the non-working poor is that many of its members do identify with good occupations.  A 

full 77 percent name low-unemployment occupations, and 63 percent have high-wage occupations.  This 



34 
 

suggests that their potential labor market position is even better than the unassisted struggling workers.  

Nonetheless, these women are supported not by earnings but by various combinations of government 

income (52 percent; 66 percent with housing and food assistance included), other household members 

(45 percent), and other personal income (22 percent).   

The sixth class, the non-working poor, is again very similar to the sixth class among men.  Almost 

no one in the class was supported by work or earnings, and virtually no one was associated with a good 

occupation.  Class members survive through some combination of two strategies: government income 

(61 percent; 75 percent with housing and food stamps included) and living with family or other 

roommates (47 percent).  Compared to the men, women in this class are slightly more likely to have 

government income and slightly less likely to live with family or roommates. This might be because 

single women are more likely than single men to have custody of their children, and the presence of 

children makes it easier to qualify for some types of government income but more difficult to live with 

roommates or other families.  This class got bigger over time, as it did for men, but again its growth was 

less dramatic for women.  It included 5 percent of women in the earliest period, and had grown to about 

8 percent of women in the most recent period; compared to growth from 2 to 8 percent of men.     

 

Demographics of Class Membership 

The results described above suggest growing polarization in the class structure for both men and 

women.  The percentage of people reaching the middle class shrinks, but as it shrinks their protection 

for disadvantage becomes ever stronger.  At the bottom of the class structure, two types of 

disadvantaged classes are emerging: the much-discussed class of non-workers, and a class of unassisted 

struggling workers.  But do those vary across demographic groups?  To answer this, I estimate a series of 

multinomial logistic regression models. The dependent variable is the predicted latent class according to 

the six-class models, and the covariates are age, race, level of education, and geography (suburban, 
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rural, or inner-city residence).  In order to make the models more tractable, I collapse the period and 

class variables into a smaller number of categories. I only use three periods: 1968 to 1977, 1983 to 1997, 

and 2003 to 2012. All other years are excluded in order to emphasize the contrasts between the earliest 

years, the middle years, and the most recent years.  I also collapse the class variable into four categories.  

I combine the old and the new middle classes as a base category against which all of the disadvantaged 

classes will be compared.  I also combine the third and the fifth classes, which differ the most between 

men and women and which show the least amount of change over time. The combined classes don’t 

represent a substantively meaningful class, and I will give little attention to them in discussing the 

results. This leaves four class positions: the middle class (used as the reference category), unassisted 

struggling workers, the non-working poor, and the residual category combining the remaining 

disadvantaged classes, labeled the “other working poor.” 

The results are presented in Table 5 (for men) and Table 6 (for women). I estimate four separate 

models for both men and women.  The first is a baseline model with a period variable and all four 

demographic variables.  The second model interacts each of the demographic variables with period.  The 

third model omits the period interactions but adds an interaction between race and geography.  The 

fourth model includes the full set of interactions between each of the demographic variables and 

period, between race and geography, and a three-way interaction between race, geography, and period. 

(Note that education, age, and the relevant interaction terms are included in Models 3 and 4, but are 

not shown in the tables due to space constraints.)  To make the key results easier to visualize, I show 

differences by education, race, and geography in Figures 2 through 4.  

(Tables 5 and 6 about here.) 

Education. The first models in table 5 and 6 (for men and women respectively) show that, not 

surprisingly, education has a large and significant correlation with class. Relative to people who don’t 

have a high school degree, those with more education are significantly less likely (p<.001) to belong to 
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any of the disadvantaged classes, and the advantage increases with each additional level of education.  

The impact of education is also clear in Figure 2.  The overall impact of education for all periods is 

represented by the black bars.  The length of the bars represents the difference in log odds of class 

membership between high school dropouts and the other categories—with each level of education, the 

difference gets bigger and bigger. 

(Figure 2 about here.) 

To assess whether the relationships with education got stronger over time, I turn to the second 

models in tables 5 and 6.  In these models, the main education coefficients show the size of the 

education gap in the earliest period (1968-1972); the interactions with the Period 2 dummy show how 

the gap changed in the second period; and the interactions with the Period 3 dummy show how it 

changed in the most recent period (compared to the first period).  In general, the education effects grew 

larger in the later periods.   

The biggest change is for people with the very highest levels of education—men with advanced 

degrees and women with a Bachelor’s degree or more. These highly-educated people were always the 

least likely to be disadvantaged, but they are even more protected against disadvantage in the later 

periods. On the other hand, the difference between high school dropouts and people with only a high 

school degree seems to shrink rather than grow.  There was always an advantage to graduating from 

high school, but for the most part that advantage grew smaller over time rather than larger.  For people 

with moderate levels of education—women with some college but no Bachelors, and men with some 

college but no advanced degree—the gap between them and high school dropouts grew in predicting 

membership in the non-working class, but stayed about the same in predicting membership in the class 

of unassisted struggling workers.  The light gray bars in Figure 2 show these changes over time.  For both 

men and women, the differences between high school drop-outs and the higher levels of education 

generally get bigger in the later periods, especially for the highest levels of education.     
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Figure 3 shows the trend in class membership by education in a slightly different way.  The 

figure is for men only (though the patterns are similar for women). Instead of graphing the regression 

coefficients, this figure shows the simple proportions of men who are predicted to be in the non-

working class and in the class of unassisted struggling workers.  This figure emphasizes even more than 

the regression results do that lower-educated people were most affected by the changes in the class 

structure.  In the early period, only around 5 percent of men without a high school degree were in the 

non-working class, and a similar percentage were in the class of unassisted struggling workers.  By the 

2000’s, the percentage in the non-working class had roughly tripled, and the percentage in the 

unassisted class ballooned to over 30 percent.  In proportional terms, the growth in the two 

disadvantaged classes was also large among men with a Bachelor’s degree or more, but in absolute 

numbers the increase was much smaller.   

(Figure 3 about here.) 

 Race/ethnicity. The first models in tables 5 and 6 show that for the most part, non-whites are 

significantly more likely to be in the disadvantaged classes than white non-Hispanics.  There is one 

notable exception, however: Hispanic men are less likely to be among the non-working poor than are 

non-Hispanic white men.  This might reflect the fact that many Hispanic men immigrate to the United 

States specifically to work. They are marginalized in the labor market compared to white men—much 

more likely to be in bad jobs with little government assistance—but they are not more likely to be in the 

class of unassisted struggling workers.  These race differences are also clear in Figure 4. The black bars 

show the differences for all periods combined in the likelihood of being in the disadvantaged classes, 

comparing Hispanics and black non-Hispanics to white non-Hispanics.   In all cases, the minority 

populations are disadvantage relative to white non-Hispanics, except among Hispanic men in predicting 

non-working class membership, where there is essentially no difference from white Non-Hispanic men. 

(Figure 4 about here.) 
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The second models in Tables 5 and 6, and the gray bars in Figure 4, show the change in the race 

differences over time.    For the most part, the race differences shrink over time, especially between the 

first and second periods (that is, between the early-1970s and the mid-1980s through mid-1990s).  

Again, there is one notable exception.  Relative to white non-Hispanic men, black men actually became 

more likely to be in the non-working class in each of the two later periods.  The increasing 

marginalization of black men, even as black women and Hispanic men and women become slightly less 

marginalized, might reflect the fact that incarceration rates among young black men have soared since 

the early 1980s, and this has made it increasingly difficult for black men to find work (Goffman 2009; 

Pager 2003).   

Geography.  Finally, I examine whether class membership varies across suburban, rural, and 

inner-city areas.   The first model in Tables 5 and 6 shows that area of residence does matter—people in 

inner-city areas and rural areas are significantly more likely than people in suburban areas to be in any 

of the disadvantaged classes.  The difference is particularly large for those in inner-city areas. The 

differences are also clear in Figure 5—the solid black bars show the gaps between people in rural or 

inner-city areas and those in suburban areas.   

(Figure 5 about here.) 

The third model in Tables 5 and 6 looks at whether the geographic differences vary by race.  In 

Figure 5, the patterned black-and-white bars show the suburban-rural and suburban-inner city gaps for 

black non-Hispanics only.  For the most part, the suburban-inner city gap is not larger for blacks than it is 

for all races combined—it is significantly larger for women in predicting being in the non-working class 

and it is significantly smaller for black men in predicting membership in the class of unassisted class, but 

even these differences are fairly small in magnitude.  This is perhaps surprising given the intense focus 

that the urban black population has received in the underclass literature, but in fact it is not incongruent 

with much of that literature.  One of the most prominent figures in that literature, William Julius Wilson, 
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argued in an aptly-named work, The Declining Significance of Race (1978), that in recent years, urban 

blacks are hurt more by their isolated urban residence than they are by overt racial discrimination.  He 

contended that people of any race living in distressed inner-city neighborhoods were hurt in the new 

economic landscape, but that the black population was most affected because they were so much more 

likely than other races to live in those neighborhoods.  Model 3 is consistent with that argument—the 

suburban-inner city gap is not larger for blacks than for whites, though blacks are surely hurt by being 

more likely to live in inner-city neighborhoods.    

On the other hand, blacks do seem to be particularly vulnerable when they live in rural areas, at 

least in predicting membership in the unassisted class.  Among both men and women, the suburban-

rural gap in membership in that class is significantly larger for blacks than it is for other races; and figure 

5 shows that the differences is quite large in magnitude.   

There is less previous scholarship on how people of Hispanic ethnicity might be sensitive to 

geography, so it is less clear what type of differences might be expected.  Model 3 suggests that for the 

most part, Hispanics are less sensitive to geography than are white non-Hispanics.  In nearly every case, 

the suburban-rural and suburban-inner city gaps for Hispanics are smaller than the gaps for white non-

Hispanics or roughly the same size.  The only exception is that the suburban-inner city gap in non-

working class membership is smaller for Hispanic women than it is for white women.   

 

DISCUSSION 

In this paper, I examined the class structure in the United States with a focus on the bottom.  I 

looked across several dimensions of disadvantage in terms of work and income, systematically identified 

natural clusters of people among the working-age population for men and women, and assessed how 

those clusters changed between 1968 and 2012.  
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I found that over that period, most people belonged to the “middle classes,” characterized by 

steady work, above-poverty level earnings, and good occupations.  Over time, the proportion of people 

in the middle classes decreased, but as they decreased, they also became more advantaged relative to 

the other classes.  An “old” middle class gave way to a “new” middle class.  In both the old and new 

middle classes, the vast majority of people were supported by constant work, were associated with low-

unemployment and high-wage occupations, and had access to significant amounts of personal unearned 

income such as interest and dividends.  But the new middle class was even more likely than the old 

middle class to have each of those characteristics.  My analysis does not make distinctions within the 

middle class, such as those between the upper and lower middle classes, or between the wealthy and 

the middle.  Thus it does not reflect any of the changes that have taken place at the top of the class 

structure, such as the well-known rise in income inequality since the early 1980s or the stagnation of 

median wages.  In a sense, I look at the absence of disadvantage rather than the nature or extent of 

advantage. But the analysis clearly shows that over the period of my analysis, a shrinking middle class 

became increasingly advantaged relative to those in the other classes.  

As the middle classes decreased in size, two disadvantaged classes grew larger.  One of those 

was a class of non-workers.  The non-working class grew from 2 to 8 percent of men between the 

earliest period and the latest period, and from 5 to 8 percent of women.  The growth of such a class has 

not gone un-noticed, either in academia or in public discussion.  Debates and commentary on the non-

working poor have been widespread and contentious.  The rise of non-work has often been associated 

with the rise of welfare, and my results do find very high rates of welfare receipt among the non-

working class, with over half of its members receiving significant amounts of government income.  Given 

the work disincentives built into some of the key safety net programs, the growth of this class would 

probably have been less dramatic in the absence of those benefits.  But I also find that use of 

government income is only one of the strategies that members of the non-working class appear to use 
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to get by.  My results suggest that they also depend quite heavily on family members and other people 

whom they live with.  Over half of them live in households with adults other than their spouses who 

report significant levels of income.  The non-working class is a “dependent” class not only in the sense 

that its members depend on government programs, but also in the sense that they depend on the 

people around them—family, friends, and other types of roommates.   

The other class that grew as the middle classes shrank was a class of unassisted struggling 

workers.  This class grew just as dramatically as the non-working class. Among men, it grew from 5 to 15 

percent over the period of my analysis, and among women it grew from 4 to 9 percent.  The vast 

majority of people in this class are supported by constant or near-constant work, but many have only 

poverty-level earnings.  Many members are associated with high-unemployment and/or low-wage 

occupations.  Very few have any substantial income from sources like savings and rental income, and 

they receive surprisingly little income from government.  Like the non-working poor, many seem to 

depend heavily on family and other roommates whom they live with.  In fact, more people in this class 

than in any other—including non-workers—live with adults other than their spouses who report 

significant levels of income.   

I also find that these changes to the class structure have a particularly big impact on people with 

lower levels of education.  People with less education have always been more likely to be in the 

disadvantaged classes, but their relative risk got even bigger over time.  Around 1970, around five 

percent of male high school dropouts were in the non-working class, and a similar percentage were in 

the class of unassisted struggling workers. At that time, less than two percent of men with Bachelor’s 

degrees were in either of those classes. By the mid to late 2000’s, about 5 percent of Bachelor’s degree 

holders were in the unassisted class, and another 3 percent were in the non-working class. This was a 

big increase relative to Bachelor’s degree-holders in 1970, but in absolute numbers it was far eclipsed by 

the increase among high school dropouts. By the later periods, over 30 percent of male dropouts were 
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in the unassisted class, and about 15 percent were in the non-working class.   High school graduates 

without college fared only slightly better than dropouts, and college attenders who didn’t earn 

Bachelor’s did only slightly better than other high school graduates.    

These changes in the class structure are likely driven primarily by changes in the economy.  

There was a sharp decline in manufacturing over this period, which was part of a more general trend of 

job polarization in the labor market.  Most of the job growth since the 1980s has been in jobs at the top 

and the bottom of the labor market.  Growth among middle-wage jobs has been far more sluggish.  This 

has been linked to the automation and out-sourcing of highly-routinized jobs like factory work and other 

types of manual labor, as well as many types of non-manual jobs.   

The changes in the class structure are probably also driven by trends in marriage and women’s 

work.  At the top of the class structure, more families came to have two earners, as married women 

entered the labor force in large numbers.  This is probably responsible for the growing protection 

against disadvantage among the middle classes that I report.  When both spouses work, there is extra 

insurance against the types of disadvantage that I am measuring. If one partner experiences a spell of 

unemployment, the family can still be supported by the work and earnings of the other partner.  On the 

other hand, marriage rates have declined—in the 1960s, more than 80 percent of working-age adults 

were married and living with their spouses; by 2012, this had fallen to around 60 percent.  This makes 

more people vulnerable to disadvantage for the same reasons that two-earner families are protected 

from disadvantage.  It might be pointed out that the arrow of causality might also work in the other 

direction; not only do declining marriage rates leave more people vulnerable to disadvantage, but 

economic insecurity can also make people less likely to get married.  Either way, the decline in marriage 

is surely associated with greater disadvantage at the bottom of the class structure.  

 In 1962, Myrdal warned that allowing a significant proportion of the population to be 

marginalized in the labor market would lead them to become “more and more hopelessly set apart from 
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the nation at large” and unable to fully participate in social institutions. Those words seem prescient 

now; the employment trends that frightened Myrdal continued to intensify over the next fifty years.  

And there is ample evidence suggesting that some of his warnings about the consequences of those 

trends may be coming to fruition. As Murray (2012) and others have demonstrated, there has been a 

striking divergence between the lower and upper classes over that time in terms of many social 

behaviors.  The lower class has become far less likely to be married, to raise their children in two-parent 

families, to attend church regularly, or to participate in other types of formal or informal social and civic 

organizations.  This paper has described how the class structure is evolving at the bottom, and future 

work should address how those changes in the class structure are related to more general trends in 

people’s integration and participation in other social institutions. 
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APPENDIX A: POVERTY MEASUREMENT 

I use the 2011 poverty threshold for a family of four with two children.  To calculate thresholds 

for years other than 2011, I adjust the 2011 threshold using the Consumer Price Index for All Urban 

Consumers Research Series (CPI-U-RS).  I do not use the thresholds published by the Census Bureau for 

years other than 2011 for two reasons.  First, the Census Bureau changed the types of thresholds they 

published in 1980. Before 1980, the Bureau published poverty thresholds by sex of head, number of 

children, and farm/non-farm residence.  Starting in 1980, they instead published the thresholds by 

family size and number of children.   Second, the poverty thresholds are adjusted each year using the 

CPI-U rather than the CPI-U-RS. The method for calculating CPI-U is occasionally updated and improved, 

and historical CPI values are not updated to reflect the changed methodology.  The CPI-U-RS applies the 

newest methodology to the entire historical series, making it a better price index for creating a 

consistent series over time. 

I use geographic differences in the cost of housing as a proxy for differences in the cost of living.  

The official poverty thresholds do not adjust for the cost of living, and this has been identified as one of 

their major shortcomings (Citro and Michael 1995).  The National Academy of Sciences has 

recommended using housing costs as a proxy for the cost of living, since housing costs vary more from 

place to place than most other types of spending, they make up a large proportion of people’s total 

consumption (about 40 percent for low-income households), and they can be measured using existing 

survey data.  I follow the recommendations from the 1995 National Academy of Sciences report on 

poverty measurement as closely as possible.  More sophisticated methodologies have emerged since 

the publication of that report, but they generally rely upon the American Community Survey, which does 

not go far enough back in time to be useful for my analysis, or upon the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development’s Fair Market Rents. HUD’s Fair Market Rents are estimates of rental costs for 

metropolitan areas and counties that are intended for use in the Section 8 voucher program. HUD does 
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not support their use to adjusting poverty thresholds, for a number of reasons (Renwick 2011; Short 

2001), most notably for my purposes, the percentile of rent that they measure has changed over time; 

they measured the 50th percentile from 1975 through 1983, the 45th percentile from 1985 to 1994, and 

the 40th percentile thereafter.  

Therefore, I use the following methodology to adjust for housing costs:  Using Census data from 

1960 to 2000 and the 2010 American Community Survey, I calculate housing costs for each of the nine 

Census regions. Within each region, I calculate costs separately for people living in metropolitan areas 

and for people outside of metropolitan areas.  I use the 45th percentile of rent for households renting 

two-bedroom apartments with kitchen facilities and plumbing.  Housing costs for years between 

Censuses are imputed with weighted averages of the previous Census and the subsequent Census. (For 

instance, a region’s housing costs for 1995 are halfway in between the costs for 1990 and 2000.) Then I 

weight 40% of the poverty threshold for differences between regions, since housing costs make up 

approximately 40% of a household’s budget.   
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1 Subsequent research indicates that the “suburban” neighborhoods that the more advantaged black families 
moved to were still highly segregated and disadvantaged compared to even the poorest white neighborhoods, at 
least in Chicago (Patillo-McCoy 1999; Sampson 2013).  Nonetheless, key for Wilson’s argument is that they left the 
poorest inner-city neighborhoods where they had previously lived alongside the most disadvantaged black 
families, leaving those families in an even more disadvantaged situation. 
 
2 The Current Population Survey has a moderate amount of missing data from items where the response was 
“don’t know” or “refused,” and the Census Bureau imputes values for these responses (Census Bureau 2013). 
Some of the missing values are able to be imputed based on the responses of other people in the household or 
based on the same person’s responses in interviews from other months. The rest of the missing values are filled in 
using a “hot deck” imputation method.  Before the hot deck imputation begins, the data file is sorted 
geographically by state and, within states, by primary sampling unit.  Variables are then imputed one at a time in a 
logical order, starting with variables such as race, age, and other demographic variables commonly used to impute 
other items.  Each variable has its own hot deck defined by characteristics relevant to imputing it.  For instance, a 
variable’s hot deck might have eight cells defined by race (black/non-black), sex (male/female), and age (16-25/25 
and up).   The method goes through the geographically-sorted data file one case at a time.  If a case has a non-
missing value for the variable being imputed, then it contributes its value to the appropriate cell of the hot deck.  If 
it has a missing value, then the missing value is imputed with the value from the appropriate cell of the hot deck; 
this is equivalent to giving it the value of the most recently-encountered case with similar characteristics.  The 
starting values for the hot deck are carried over from the previous month’s data file. 
 



Table 1. Means of variables used in latent class analysis

All periods 1968-1972 2008-2012 All periods 1968-1972 2008-2012

Sample size 941,588 79,547 137,107 1,035,631 88,529 152,458

No work 0.04 0.02 0.08 0.07 0.06 0.09

Some work 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.05

Near-constant work 0.10 0.11 0.09 0.09 0.11 0.08

Constant work 0.81 0.84 0.78 0.79 0.79 0.78

Full-time work (vs. PT/none) 0.92 0.96 0.86 0.87 0.90 0.83

Earnings - Insignificant 0.06 0.03 0.10 0.09 0.07 0.11

Earnings - Low 0.11 0.08 0.14 0.12 0.11 0.14

Earnings - High 0.83 0.89 0.77 0.79 0.82 0.75

Government income - Insignificant 0.86 0.90 0.85 0.84 0.86 0.83

Government income - Low 0.12 0.09 0.14 0.15 0.12 0.15

Government income - High 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02

Other personal inc. - Insignificant 0.82 0.89 0.86 0.77 0.85 0.81

Other personal income - Low 0.16 0.10 0.12 0.20 0.13 0.17

Other personal income - High 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.03

Other household inc. - Insignificant 0.67 0.70 0.65 0.67 0.67 0.68

Other household income - Low 0.17 0.20 0.15 0.20 0.24 0.16

Other household income - High 0.15 0.10 0.20 0.13 0.09 0.16

Low-unemployment occupation 0.81 0.82 0.78 0.82 0.80 0.81

High-wage occupation 0.91 0.93 0.86 0.84 0.85 0.82

WomenMen



Table 2. Fit statitics for latent class models

LL BIC(LL) Npar L² df p-value Class.Err.

1-Cluster -4053966 8108124 14 1565532 23305 0.000 0

2-Cluster -3515847 7032121 31 489294.6 23288 0.000 0.0165

3-Cluster -3370707 6742074 48 199013.5 23271 0.000 0.0519

4-Cluster -3350988 6702871 65 159575.4 23254 0.000 0.0933

5-Cluster -3335148 6671426 82 127896.5 23237 0.000 0.0919

6-Cluster -3330097 6661558 99 117794.2 23220 0.000 0.3013

7-Cluster -3316280 6634158 116 90160.1 23203 0.000 0.2902

LL BIC(LL) Npar L² df p-value Class.Err.

1-Cluster -4053966 8108124 14 1565532 23305 0.000 0

2-Cluster -3515847 7032121 31 489294.6 23288 0.000 0.0165

3-Cluster -3370707 6742074 48 199013.5 23271 0.000 0.0519

4-Cluster -3350988 6702871 65 159575.4 23254 0.000 0.0933

5-Cluster -3335148 6671426 82 127896.5 23237 0.000 0.0919

6-Cluster -3330097 6661558 99 117794.2 23220 0.000 0.3013

7-Cluster -3316280 6634158 116 90160.1 23203 0.000 0.2902

Women

Men



Table 3. Latent Class Profile, Men Ages 30-49

New 

middle 

class

Old 

middle 

class

Supported 

middle 

class

Unassisted 

struggling 

workers

Assisted 

working 

poor

Non-

working 

poor

No work 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.95
Some work 0.00 0.00 0.07 0.02 0.44 0.05
Near-constant work 0.02 0.06 0.29 0.17 0.38 0.00
Constant work 0.98 0.94 0.64 0.82 0.18 0.00

Part-time or no work 0.01 0.00 0.03 0.08 0.35 1.00
Full-time work 0.99 1.00 0.97 0.92 0.65 0.00

Earnings - Insignificant 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.20 1.00
Earnings - Low 0.01 0.02 0.06 0.44 0.75 0.00
Earnings - High 0.99 0.98 0.94 0.56 0.05 0.00

Government income - Insignificant 0.94 1.00 0.47 0.97 0.63 0.42
Government income - Low 0.06 0.00 0.47 0.03 0.35 0.51
Government income - High 0.00 0.00 0.06 0.00 0.02 0.08

Other personal inc. - Insignificant 0.69 0.91 0.82 0.98 0.89 0.90
Other personal income - Low 0.26 0.09 0.17 0.02 0.11 0.09
Other personal income - High 0.05 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00

Other household inc. - Insignificant 0.76 0.71 0.73 0.35 0.50 0.40
Other household income - Low 0.15 0.17 0.16 0.22 0.21 0.22
Other household income - High 0.09 0.12 0.11 0.43 0.29 0.38

High-unemployment occ. or no occ. 0.01 0.16 0.22 0.52 0.39 0.90
Low-unemployment occupation 0.99 0.84 0.78 0.48 0.61 0.10

Low-wage occ. or no occupation 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.27 0.17 0.85
High-wage occupation 1.00 0.96 0.96 0.73 0.83 0.15

1968-1972 0.14 0.62 0.12 0.05 0.05 0.02
1973-1977 0.26 0.47 0.14 0.03 0.07 0.03
1978-1982 0.38 0.35 0.12 0.04 0.07 0.03
1983-1987 0.45 0.25 0.11 0.05 0.09 0.04
1988-1992 0.48 0.21 0.11 0.08 0.08 0.04
1993-1997 0.47 0.17 0.10 0.11 0.08 0.06
1998-2002 0.50 0.18 0.08 0.13 0.06 0.05
2003-2007 0.44 0.21 0.08 0.14 0.06 0.07
2008-2012 0.40 0.20 0.09 0.15 0.08 0.08

Conditional Probabilities

Class sizes



Table 4. Latent Class Profile, Women Ages 30-49

New 

middle 

class

Old 

middle 

class

Assisted 

struggling 

workers

Unassisted 

struggling 

workers

Peripherally 

engaged poor

Non-

working 

poor

No work 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.45 0.98
Some work 0.00 0.00 0.30 0.01 0.48 0.02
Near-constant work 0.03 0.08 0.38 0.11 0.06 0.00
Constant work 0.97 0.91 0.29 0.89 0.01 0.00

Part-time or no work 0.01 0.00 0.32 0.17 0.97 1.00
Full-time work 0.99 1.00 0.68 0.83 0.03 0.00

Earnings - Insignificant 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.03 1.00 1.00
Earnings - Low 0.01 0.02 0.67 0.61 0.00 0.00
Earnings - High 0.99 0.98 0.28 0.36 0.00 0.00

Government income - Insignificant 0.92 0.90 0.57 0.97 0.48 0.39
Government income - Low 0.08 0.10 0.38 0.03 0.44 0.49
Government income - High 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.08 0.12

Other personal inc. - Insignificant 0.67 0.86 0.77 0.90 0.78 0.82
Other personal income - Low 0.28 0.13 0.21 0.09 0.20 0.16
Other personal income - High 0.06 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.02 0.01

Other household inc. - Insignificant 0.74 0.69 0.63 0.43 0.55 0.53
Other household income - Low 0.17 0.19 0.21 0.24 0.23 0.23
Other household income - High 0.09 0.12 0.16 0.32 0.22 0.24

High-unemployment occ. or no occ. 0.00 0.15 0.29 0.44 0.23 1.00
Low-unemployment occupation 1.00 0.85 0.71 0.56 0.77 0.00

Low-wage occ. or no occupation 0.01 0.06 0.30 0.55 0.37 0.99
High-wage occupation 0.99 0.94 0.70 0.45 0.63 0.01

1968-1972 0.12 0.67 0.11 0.04 0.01 0.05
1973-1977 0.22 0.56 0.13 0.03 0.02 0.06
1978-1982 0.34 0.42 0.13 0.03 0.02 0.06
1983-1987 0.42 0.32 0.13 0.05 0.02 0.06
1988-1992 0.47 0.28 0.11 0.06 0.02 0.06
1993-1997 0.50 0.24 0.11 0.07 0.02 0.07
1998-2002 0.53 0.23 0.09 0.08 0.01 0.06
2003-2007 0.49 0.25 0.09 0.09 0.01 0.07
2008-2012 0.44 0.26 0.10 0.09 0.02 0.08

Conditional Probabilities

Class sizes



Table 5. Multinomial logistic regression of class membership on demographic variables, Men ages 30-49

Period 1: 1968-77 (ref.)
Period 2: 1983-97 0.26 *** 1.71 *** 1.10 *** 1.05 *** 3.22 *** 1.86 ***
Period 3: 2003-12 -0.12 *** 2.36 *** 1.51 *** 0.48 *** 3.68 *** 1.78 ***

White Non-Hispanic (ref.)
Black Non-Hispanic 0.40 *** 0.75 *** 1.08 *** 0.31 *** 1.28 *** 0.77 ***
Other Non-Hispanic 0.42 *** 0.90 *** 0.81 *** 0.51 *** 1.58 *** 0.73 ***
Hispanic (any race) 0.28 *** 1.03 *** -0.05 * 0.33 *** 1.48 *** 0.41 ***

Less than HS (ref.)
High school -0.65 *** -0.79 *** -1.15 *** -0.49 *** -1.05 *** -1.26 ***
Some college -0.90 *** -1.43 *** -1.70 *** -0.41 *** -1.50 *** -1.33 ***
Bachelor's degree -1.54 *** -2.17 *** -2.56 *** -1.08 *** -2.25 *** -2.06 ***
Advanced degree -1.66 *** -2.87 *** -2.90 *** -0.97 *** -1.93 *** -1.95 ***

Suburban (ref.)
Rural 0.28 *** 0.09 *** 0.24 *** 0.18 *** 0.58 *** 0.23 ***
Inner city 0.27 *** 0.35 *** 0.60 *** 0.14 *** 0.20 ** 0.60 ***

Age -0.02 *** -0.03 *** 0.01 *** 0.00 ** -0.01 0.02 ***

Period 2*Black 0.11 ** -0.57 *** 0.23 ***
Period 2*Other -0.07 -0.70 *** 0.22
Period 2*Hispanic -0.04 -0.52 *** -0.37 ***

Period 3*Black 0.16 *** -0.51 *** 0.44 ***
Period 3*Other -0.12 -0.68 *** 0.02
Period 3*Hispanic -0.14 ** -0.46 *** -0.59 ***

Period 2*HS -0.29 *** 0.26 *** -0.05
Period 2*Some college -0.66 *** 0.12 -0.50 ***
Period 2*Bachelor's -0.61 *** 0.21 -0.60 ***
Period 2*Advanced -0.86 *** -0.79 *** -0.94 ***

Period 3*HS -0.21 *** 0.25 *** 0.19 **
Period 3*Some college -0.62 *** -0.01 -0.37 ***
Period 3*Bachelor's -0.58 *** -0.03 -0.53 ***
Period 3*Advanced -0.89 *** -1.12 *** -1.09 ***

Period 2*Rural 0.17 *** -0.51 *** 0.05
Period 2*Inner 0.17 *** 0.16 * 0.11

Period 3*Rural 0.05 -0.51 *** -0.01
Period 3*Inner 0.15 *** 0.15 * -0.07

Period 2*Age -0.02 *** -0.03 *** -0.02 ***
Period 3*Age -0.01 *** -0.02 *** -0.01

Constant -0.63 -2.22 -3.36 -1.18 -3.54 -3.76

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05

Model 1. Basic demographics Model 2. Period x Basic demographics

Other 
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Unassisted 
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workers
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Table 5 (cont). Multinomial logistic regression of class membership on demographic variables, Men ages 30-49

Period 1: 1968-77 (ref.)
Period 2: 1983-97 0.26 *** 1.71 *** 1.10 *** 1.05 *** 3.19 *** 1.90 ***
Period 3: 2003-12 -0.12 *** 2.37 *** 1.51 *** 0.49 *** 3.66 *** 1.88 ***

White Non-Hispanic (ref.)
Black Non-Hispanic 0.38 *** 0.78 *** 1.04 *** 0.30 *** 1.23 *** 0.96 ***
Other Non-Hispanic 0.29 *** 0.92 *** 0.72 *** 0.28 * 1.54 *** 0.84 **
Hispanic (any race) 0.35 *** 1.13 *** -0.01 0.48 *** 1.65 *** 0.72 ***

Suburban (ref.)
Rural 0.27 *** 0.12 *** 0.20 *** 0.17 *** 0.53 *** 0.30 ***
Inner city 0.30 *** 0.44 *** 0.64 *** 0.18 *** 0.41 *** 0.69 ***

Rural*Black 0.08 * 0.20 *** 0.11 * 0.20 * 0.37 -0.13
Rural*Other 0.54 *** -0.03 0.57 *** 0.74 *** -0.11 0.20
Rural*Hispanic -0.10 ** -0.22 *** -0.08 -0.24 * -0.10 -0.78 **

Inner*Black -0.01 -0.16 *** 0.00 -0.10 -0.29 -0.29
Inner*Other -0.04 -0.05 -0.17 ** 0.16 0.06 -0.26
Inner*Hispanic -0.14 *** -0.21 *** -0.12 ** -0.26 *** -0.45 ** -0.36 *

Period 2*Black 0.08 -0.45 ** 0.08
Period 2*Other 0.01 -0.67 * 0.12
Period 2*Hispanic -0.12 * -0.55 *** -0.60 ***

Period 3*Black 0.11 -0.46 ** 0.06
Period 3*Other 0.04 -0.60 * -0.24
Period 3*Hispanic -0.22 ** -0.54 *** -0.87 ***

Period 2*Rural 0.16 *** -0.42 *** 0.00
Period 2*Inner 0.16 *** 0.05 0.05

Period 3*Rural 0.04 -0.42 *** -0.21 **
Period 3*Inner 0.15 *** 0.03 -0.13

Period 2*Black*Rural -0.15 -0.25 0.00
Period 2*Other*Rural -0.18 0.02 0.07
Period 2*Hispanic*Rural 0.22 * -0.18 0.69 **

Period 3*Black*Rural -0.13 -0.20 0.56 **
Period 3*Other*Rural -0.26 0.10 0.54
Period 3*Hispanic*Rural 0.05 -0.11 0.77 **

Period 2*Black*Inner 0.12 0.07 0.25
Period 2*Other*Inner -0.18 -0.03 0.10
Period 2*Hispanic*Inner 0.09 0.20 0.23

Period 3*Black*Inner 0.15 0.20 0.43 **
Period 3*Other*Inner -0.28 -0.16 0.09
Period 3*Hispanic*Inner 0.10 0.27 0.22

Not all coefficients are shown:  Model 3 includes education and age; Model 4 includes education, age,
period x education interaction terms, and period x age interaction terms. ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
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Table 6. Multinomial logistic regression of class membership on demographic variables, Women ages 30-49

Period 1: 1968-77 (ref.)
Period 2: 1983-97 0.34 *** 1.15 *** 0.64 *** 1.12 *** 2.95 *** 1.45 ***
Period 3: 2003-12 0.23 *** 1.96 *** 1.00 *** 1.20 *** 4.43 *** 1.68 ***

White Non-Hispanic (ref.)
Black Non-Hispanic 0.77 *** 1.05 *** 1.18 *** 0.95 *** 1.70 *** 1.35 ***
Other Non-Hispanic 0.44 *** 0.77 *** 0.57 *** 0.81 *** 0.94 *** 0.58 ***
Hispanic (any race) 0.37 *** 0.91 *** 0.35 *** 0.55 *** 1.11 *** 0.81 ***

Less than HS (ref.)
High school -0.81 *** -0.80 *** -1.37 *** -0.72 *** -0.86 *** -1.34 ***
Some college -0.99 *** -1.41 *** -1.88 *** -0.75 *** -1.26 *** -1.43 ***
Bachelor's degree -1.64 *** -2.27 *** -2.82 *** -1.23 *** -1.86 *** -2.16 ***
Advanced degree -1.84 *** -3.02 *** -3.22 *** -1.04 *** -0.79 *** -2.36 ***

Suburb (ref.)
Rural 0.35 *** 0.14 *** 0.28 *** 0.34 *** 0.40 *** 0.23 ***
Inner city 0.33 *** 0.38 *** 0.60 *** 0.19 *** 0.35 *** 0.56 ***

Age -0.02 *** -0.01 *** 0.00 * 0.00 ** 0.04 *** 0.01 ***

Period 2*Black -0.22 *** -0.73 *** -0.08 *
Period 2*Other -0.39 *** -0.38 * 0.14
Period 2*Hispanic -0.17 *** -0.22 ** -0.23 ***

Period 3*Black -0.21 *** -0.70 *** -0.33 ***
Period 3*Other -0.42 *** -0.11 -0.18
Period 3*Hispanic -0.27 *** -0.25 *** -0.79 ***

Period 2*HS -0.19 *** 0.04 -0.22 ***
Period 2*Some college -0.37 *** -0.08 -0.61 ***
Period 2*Bachelor's -0.48 *** -0.25 -0.79 ***
Period 2*Advanced -0.84 *** -2.10 *** -0.95 ***

Period 3*HS -0.02 0.12 * 0.14 ***
Period 3*Some college -0.18 *** -0.15 -0.38 ***
Period 3*Bachelor's -0.46 *** -0.47 ** -0.63 ***
Period 3*Advanced -0.88 *** -2.38 *** -0.85 ***

Period 2*Rural 0.06 * -0.33 *** 0.03
Period 2*Inner 0.18 *** 0.01 0.16 ***

Period 3*Rural -0.07 * -0.27 *** 0.09 *
Period 3*Inner 0.15 *** 0.05 -0.09 *

Period 2*Age -0.02 *** -0.04 *** -0.02 ***
Period 3*Age -0.02 *** -0.05 *** -0.01 ***

Constant -0.84 -2.99 -2.37 -1.54 -5.04 -2.97

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05

Model 1. Basic demographics Model 2. Period x Basic demographics
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Table 6 (cont). Multinomial logistic regression of class membership on demographic variables, Women ages 30-49

Period 1: 1968-77 (ref.)
Period 2: 1983-97 0.34 *** 1.15 *** 0.63 *** 1.11 *** 2.97 *** 1.49 ***
Period 3: 2003-12 0.23 *** 1.96 *** 1.00 *** 1.20 *** 4.45 *** 1.71 ***

White Non-Hispanic (ref.)
Black Non-Hispanic 0.72 *** 1.03 *** 1.10 *** 0.78 *** 1.85 *** 1.28 ***
Other Non-Hispanic 0.37 *** 0.80 *** 0.55 *** 0.83 *** 0.82 ** 0.59 **
Hispanic (any race) 0.43 *** 0.95 *** 0.25 *** 0.73 *** 1.28 *** 0.80 ***

Suburb (ref.)
Rural 0.33 *** 0.15 *** 0.25 *** 0.31 *** 0.38 *** 0.29 ***
Inner city 0.37 *** 0.41 *** 0.51 *** 0.25 *** 0.57 *** 0.46 ***

Rural*Black 0.17 *** 0.26 *** 0.07 0.42 *** 0.18 -0.08
Rural*Other 0.40 *** -0.13 * 0.36 *** 0.41 * 0.19 0.27
Rural*Hispanic -0.17 *** -0.28 *** -0.14 ** -0.30 ** -0.24 -0.43 **

Inner city*Black 0.01 -0.04 0.16 *** 0.06 -0.46 *** 0.20 *
Inner city*Other -0.12 ** 0.00 -0.14 ** -0.32 * 0.07 -0.07
Inner city*Hispanic -0.12 *** -0.03 0.24 *** -0.29 *** -0.36 * 0.19

Period 2*Black -0.09 -0.93 *** -0.06
Period 2*Other -0.48 *** -0.19 0.19
Period 2*Hispanic -0.25 *** -0.33 ** -0.36 ***

Period 3*Black -0.08 -0.83 *** -0.35 ***
Period 3*Other -0.51 *** 0.02 -0.23
Period 3*Hispanic -0.42 *** -0.38 ** -0.80 ***

Period 2*Rural 0.08 ** -0.29 *** -0.04
Period 2*Inner 0.18 *** -0.17 * 0.17 **

Period 3*Rural -0.07 * -0.20 ** -0.01
Period 3*Inner 0.11 ** -0.18 * 0.00

Period 2*Black*Rural -0.32 ** 0.13 0.12
Period 2*Other*Rural -0.02 -0.50 -0.03
Period 2*Hispanic*Rural 0.12 -0.10 0.22

Period 3*Black*Rural -0.37 *** -0.09 0.21
Period 3*Other*Rural 0.03 -0.28 0.12
Period 3*Hispanic*Rural 0.16 -0.03 0.32 *

Period 2*Black*Inner -0.07 0.42 ** -0.08
Period 2*Other*Inner 0.19 -0.11 -0.15
Period 2*Hispanic*Inner 0.11 0.29 0.10

Period 3*Black*Inner -0.04 0.43 ** -0.09
Period 3*Other*Inner 0.20 -0.05 -0.08
Period 3*Hispanic*Inner 0.23 ** 0.36 * -0.14

Not all coefficients are shown.  Model 3 includes education and age; Model 4 includes education, age,
period x education interaction terms, and period x age interaction terms. ***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
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New 

middle 

class

Old 

middle 

class

Supported 

middle 

class

Unassiste

d 

struggling 

workers

Assisted 

working 

poor

Non-

working 

poor

1968-1972 0.1429 0.6232 0.1166 0.0516 0.0495 0.0163

1973-1977 0.2642 0.468 0.1438 0.0314 0.0654 0.0272

1978-1982 0.3813 0.3505 0.1237 0.0383 0.0735 0.0327

1983-1987 0.451 0.2453 0.1145 0.0515 0.0934 0.0442

1988-1992 0.4776 0.2068 0.106 0.0841 0.0811 0.0444

1993-1997 0.4745 0.1681 0.1037 0.1107 0.0837 0.0594

1998-2002 0.5036 0.1778 0.0803 0.1281 0.0564 0.0539

2003-2007 0.4381 0.2116 0.0829 0.1414 0.0605 0.0655

2008-2012 0.3981 0.2011 0.0928 0.146 0.0803 0.0818

Figure 1. Trends in Size of Latent Classes
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Unassisted struggling workers, Men

Some coll.
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Advanced

Women
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Figure 2. Likelihood of class membership compared to high school dropouts

Difference in the log odds of being in the (non-working class/class of unassisted struggling workers)

relative to being in the middle classses, compared to high school dropouts.

The black bars shows the difference for all periods combined (Tables 5 and 6, Model 1), and the 

gray bars show the change in those differences over periods 1, 2, and 3 (Tables 5 and 6, Model 2). 
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class1_lths class2_lths class3_lths class4_lths class5_lths class6_lths

68-72 0.002982 0.706138 0.101137 0.052503 0.098435 0.038806
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98-02 0.323259 0.098385 0.038'68 0.290144 0.111224 0.138781

03-07 0.299028 0.093298 0.035572 0.327517 0.107865 0.13676

08-12 0.240868 0.083323 0.042528 0.317738 0.148963 0.166581

Figure 3. Proportions of men predicted to be in the class of Unassisted struggling workers and the Non-working class, by level of

education.
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03-07 0.566755 0.072463 0.036915 0.173752 0.066583 0.083533
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Figure 4. Difference between Blacks/Hispanics and Non-White Hispanics in Likelihood of Membership 

in Disadvantaged Classes

Difference in the log odds of being in the (non-working class/class of unassisted struggling workers)

relative to being in the middle classses, compared to white non-Hispanics

The black bars shows the difference for all periods combined (Tables 5 and 6, Model 1), and the 

gray bars show the change in those differences over periods 1, 2, and 3 (Tables 5 and 6, Model 2). 

-0.2

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

Black 1 2 3 Hisp. 1 2 3
HispanicBlack

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

Black 1 2 3 Hisp. 1 2 3HispanicBlack

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

Black 1 2 3 Hisp. 1 2 3Black Hispanic

All      1     2      3

Period

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

Black 1 2 3 Hisp. 1 2 3HispanicBlack

D
if

fe
re

n
ce

in
 L

o
g 

O
d

d
s 

o
f 

C
la

ss
 M

e
m

b
er

sh
ip

, 
R

el
at

iv
e 

to
 W

h
it

e 
N

o
n

-H
is

p
an

ic
s

Unassisted Struggling workers Non-working class

Men Men

WomenWomen



Men, unassisted struggling workers

Rural

1

2

3

Ru, Bl

1

2

3

Inner

Figure 5. Difference between Rural/Inner-city and Suburban residence in Likelihood of Membership 

in Disadvantaged Classes

Difference in the log odds of being in the (non-working class/class of unassisted struggling workers)

relative to being in the middle classses, compared to people in suburban areas

The black and black-striped bars shows the difference for all periods combined (Tables 5 and 6, and

Model 1), and the gray bars show the change in those differences over periods 1, 2, and 3 (Tables 5

and 6, Model 2). 
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