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The purpose of this article is to report facts on the dis-
tributions of labor earnings, income, and wealth in the
United States. We provide a quantitative description of
these three most often discussed dimensions of inequal-
ity.! Providing such a description is no easy task, main-
ly because, in abstract terms, inequality means very lit-
tle, and when we try to give inequality a concrete mean-
ing, we discover its multidimensional nature.

The basic question that any study of inequality has
to address is, Inequality of what? When people talk
about inequality, they talk about the unequal distribu-
tions of opportunities, talents, earnings, income, wealth,
consumption, leisure, bequests, luck, and so on. Often
people treat some of these variables, especially income
and wealth, as if they are more or less the same. But
are they? In our view, an accurate description of in-
equality should acknowledge its multidimensional na-
ture, and it should consider as many of these dimen-
sions as possible.

Given this multidimensional nature of inequality, our
specific objectives in this article are to use the available
data to document some of the dimensions of inequality
and to highlight the main features of the data in a co-
herent and summarized fashion.

Creating a precise description of inequality based
on available data is difficult. We cannot use established
theory to provide us with guidance because there is no
such thing as an established theory of inequality. Given

this lack of an established theory, we have attempted to
provide the data in a format that allows researchers to
analyze the data with whatever theory they have in
mind and to use the data to test the implications of any
theory.

We have found two reliable and systematic sources
of data on inequality among U.S. households: the Sur-
vey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Panel Study
of Income Dynamics (PSID). (The SCF is conducted by
the National Opinion Research Center at the University
of Chicago and is sponsored by the Federal Reserve
with the cooperation of the Department of the Treasury.
The PSID is conducted by the Survey Research Center
of the University of Michigan and is funded primarily
by the National Science Foundation.) Every fact that

*For contributions to this work, the authors thank research technical support
staff at the Minneapolis Fed and the editors and referees of this journal.

IThis article is by no means unique in its attempts to account for U.S. inequal-
ity in earnings, income, and wealth. For example, Weicher (1995) describes the
changes in the U.S. wealth distribution between 1983 and 1989. Using preliminary
data, Kennickell, Starr-McCluer, and Sundén (1997) detail recent changes in the
income, net worth, assets, and liabilities of U.S. families. Wolff (1987) produces
estimates of wealth inequality for the 1962-83 period. In contrast to these studies,
we attempt to provide a global view of inequality that relates earnings, income, and
wealth rather than concentrate on how the distribution of one or more of these
variables changes over time.

2Quudrini and Rios-Rull (in an article in this issue of the Quarterly Review)
review some recent theories of inequality, and they evaluate these theories accord-
ing to how well the theories account for some of the data we report here.






