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SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS IN THE USA: CHALLENGING THE MERITOCRACY

A. The American Dream – Is it just a Dream? 

1. Video – Richard Reeves of the Brooking Institute “Is America Dreaming? Understanding 
Social Mobility”

i. This video helps us understand the factors that impede or excel social mobility based 
on different factors. These factors include upbringing, race, and education. This helps 
lay the groundwork to take a closer look at the class model identified in the US and 
challenges the idea that social mobility is based on merit alone.

B. Socioeconomic Class – US Model: 6 Tier Model developed by W. Lloyd Warner and 
explained at length in his book 

1. Upper Class represents 3% of the population and is divided into two groups. This group 
is the smallest of the classes yet owns more wealth then the middle and lower class 
combined.

i. Upper-Upper Class 

ii. Lower-Upper Class

2. Middle Class is divided into two groups and consists of 40+% of the population; this 
range fluctuates over time and varies based on model parameters. Nearly 70% of the 
population refers to themselves as middle class, yet they truly belong to either the upper 
or lower class. 

i. Upper-Middle Class

ii. Lower-Middle Class

3. Lower Class represents the remainder of the population, which is over 50% of the 
country. By far this is the largest class as well as the most vulnerable class. This group 
does include what many refer to as “working class” as well as “the working poor.”

i. Upper-Lower Class

ii. Lower-Lower Class

C. Factors

1. Many of the factors affecting social class are intertwined; which for many create complex 
circumstances and obstacles to overcome to achieve social mobility. For many with work 
hard, but due to these factors, remain in the same class they were born into.

i. Education – Increasing one’s education level can lead to increased earning; however, 
costs of higher education keep rising and are unattainable for many. The education 
gap begins in primary school; resources go further in affluent areas.



ii. Homeownership – Can lead to long term financial stability, with 64% of people 
owning homes. The majority of people that own homes belong to the upper and 
middles classes.

iii. Neighborhood and Region – Costs of living varies regionally affecting class.

iv. Race – The rage wage gap

v. Gender – The gender wage gap

vi. Age – 65+ are more likely to be middle and upper class.

2. This chart from the US Census Bureau highlights the impact race and residence have on 
socioeconomic class. The highest poverty rate is recorded for Black/African American’s 
living in non-metro areas; while the lowest is recorded for White, non-Hispanic’s living 
in metro areas.

3. Income Inequality is growing in the US; this picture serves as a visual representation of 
the income inequality between the upper and lower class.

4. This video helps to highlight the choices that people of different socioeconomic classes 
make in terms of health care and education.

5. Class Ceiling 

i. Social class discrimination in the working environment

D. USA: Final Thoughts

1. How have the factors impacted you and your families socioeconomic status?

2. Try the Socioeconomic Class Calculator

i. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/05/11/are-you-in-the-american-middle-
class/ 

3. Now having a greater understanding of class, does this impact the way you lead as a 
manager?

SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS: GLOBAL LOOK

A. Indonesia

1. Social inequalities exist in many aspects of American culture (education, 
homeownership, neighborhood, race, gender, age, etc.).  But how does America compare 
to the rest of the world?

2. Video – Dewi and Putri

i. The names Dewi and Putri could easily be replaced with any two people born and 
raised in America.



3. Indonesia is the fourth largest country in the world.  

4. Oxfam International reported in Feb 2017 that Indonesia's "four richest men now have 
more wealth than 100 million of the country's poorest people".

B. Japan

1. Japan has a social hierarchy similar to that of the U.S.

i. Upper Class – the Upper Class is the cream class of the society that enjoys utmost 
power and monetary freedom in the Japan social society.  These people have high 
status in the Japanese social hierarchy and is further divided into two sub-levels.

(A)The Royal Family

(B) Business Class

ii. Middle Class (the Service Class) – this level comprises of a layman, a common man 
or simply saying a service man who incorporates majority of the Japan population as 
well as is a major part of Japanese society.  The Middle Class is divided into two sub-
levels.

(A)Low Scale Business Men

(B) Service Men

iii. Lower Class (the Labor Class) – the lowest class in this hierarchal structure forms 
lower part of the population of the Japan as well as of the society.  They perform day 
to day working to earn their livelihood.  This class comprises of people who earn 
lowest wages in the Japan and majority of times, face financial instability.  Moreover 
the homeless and under privileged who lives on the grants of the government are also 
under this level of the hierarchy.

C. Qatar

1. One of the richest countries in the world, Qatar only has a population of 2.3 million 
people.

i. Qatar ranks #2 in terms of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita at $124,900, 
more than twice that of the U.S. ($59,500).

ii. Qatari citizens make up only 15% of the population

(A)Qatari government provides extensive, 'cradle-to-grave' social services to its 
citizens including 'health care, education, housing, food, unemployment 
insurance, utilities, and other municipal services.'  Citizens do not pay tax.

2. 2017 Department of State Report on Human Rights Practices

i. Qatar had laws which dictate the maximum number of hours in a work week, required 
rest periods, and premium pay for overtime work.



(A)Government offices and major businesses were found to be in compliance.

(B) Majority of the workforce does not fall under these protections as laws "do not 
apply to workers in the public sector or agriculture, or to domestic workers."

ii. Domestic workers often faced unacceptable working conditions.

(A)Many workers frequently worked seven days a week and more than 12 hours a 
day with few or no holidays, no overtime pay.

(B) Limited means to redress grievances.

(C) Some employers denied domestic workers food or access to a telephone, 
according to news reports and foreign embassy officials. 

iii. Foreign workers faced legal obstacles and lengthy legal processes that prevented 
them from seeking redress for violations and exploitative conditions.

3. Chart – Qatar – Population, Composition, and Social Situation

PERSONAL VIEWPOINT

A. Sarah

1. What was the moment you became aware of your own socioeconomic class?

2. Video – understanding class and privilege

B. Randy

1. Federal Government pay structure – public and unbiased in terms of how much an 
individual is paid at a certain pay grade and amount of time in that grade.

2. Chart – U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) 2018 Pay Table for Dayton, 
Springfield, and Sidney, Ohio

SUMMARY

A. Social classes and inequalities exist, in varying degrees, in every society and culture around 
the world.

B. Social class touches our lives and influences our decisions unconsciously on all levels from 
before birth and through advanced age.

C. At all socioeconomic levels, there are actions everyone can take to reduce (and possibly 
eliminate) some of these inequalities.
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