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Why worry about unequal wealth?

• One reason is that unequal wealth undermines democracy:

• Wealth confers political power

• The wealthy want -- and tend to get – self-serving policies 
opposed by most Americans

• Economic inequality begets political inequality; that increases 
economic inequality



Evidence of unequal influence

• Affluent Americans and organized interest groups – esp. 
business groups – strongly influence federal government policy 
making

• Taking that into account, ordinary Americans have little or no 
influence

• Source: 1,779 cases of policy making over a twenty-year period 
(Gilens & Page 2014)
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Multi-millionaires disagree with the public about 
many policy issues

• They are much less supportive of gov’t help with jobs, wages, 
health care, and pensions

• They favor less economic regulation, less progressive taxes, and 
less support for public schools

• Source: SESA study of multimillionaires (Page, Bartels, & 
Seawright 2013)



The wealthy want different policies

% in favor

Millionaires    Public Difference

Jobs and incomes

Gov’t should see to food, clothing, and shelter 43 68 -25

Minimum wage above poverty line 40 78 -38

Increase the Earned Income Tax Credit 13 49 -36

Govt see to it that everyone can find a job 19 68 -49

Govt provide jobs 8 53 -45

Provide a decent standard of living for the unemployed 23 50 -27

Health care

National health insurance financed by tax money 32 61 -29

Willing to pay more taxes for health care for all 41 59 -18

Retirement pensions

Expand Social Security 3 55 -52

Social Security ensure minimum standard of living 55 68 -13

Raise cap in income subject to Soc. Sec. payroll tax 47 60 -13



Wealthy different, ctd. % in favor

Millionaires    Public Difference

Education

Spend whatever is necessary for really good public schools 35 87 -52

Govt make sure everyone can go to college 28 78 -56

More govt investment in worker retraining 30 57 -27

Taxes

Rely a lot on corporate income taxes 38 62 -24

Govt should reduce diffs between high and low incomes 17 46 -29

Reduce inequality by heavy taxes on the rich 17 52 -35

Economic regulation

More regulation needed of:  (% ”more” minus % “less”)

Wall Street firms (+18) (+45)

Oil industry (+5) (+50)

Health insurance industry (+4) (+26)

Big corporations (-20) (+33)



Billionaires, too, work against policies that most 
Americans favor

• Most billionaires are silent about public policy

• A few vocal billionaires (Gates, Buffett, Soros, Bloomberg) give a 
misleading, center-left impression

• Most others give big $ to conservatives

• All of those who actively work on tax policy push for lower 
taxes, esp. against estate taxes

• Source: data on 100 wealthiest billionaires (Page, Seawright, 
and Lacombe 209)



Frequencies of Statements on Taxes and Social Security 

Issue Type

Direction of 

Stance

Taxes (Any 

Issue)

Personal/Inco

me Taxes

Corporate/Bu

siness Taxes
Carbon Taxes

Capital Gains 

Taxes
Estate Taxes

Social 

Security

More 14 10 4 6 4 5 2

Less 14 7 9 0 1 3 1

Same 2 2 0 0 0 0 0

Contentless 3 1 2 1 0 0 1

Completely 

Silent
71 80 85 93 95 92 96

Silent or Non-

Directional
74 83 87 94 95 92 97

Note: Each entry is the number of the one hundred wealthiest billionaires who, over a ten-year period, made one or more specific 

statements about a given type of policy. 



Frequency of Billionaires’ Policy-Related Actions on Taxes and Social Security 

Issue Type

Direction of 

Stance

Taxes (Any 

Issue)

Personal/Inco

me Taxes

Corporate/Bus

iness Taxes
Carbon Taxes

Capital Gains 

Taxes
Estate Taxes Social Security

More 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

Less 13 3 5 3 4 12 4

Note: Each entry is the number of the wealthiest one hundred billionaires who took one or more policy-related actions, over a ten-year period, on a 

given type of policy.



Implications

• Unequal wealth             political inequality  

• Power of wealthy            more unequal wealth

• A dangerous spiral?

• Wealth taxes & other measures (political reforms, social 
spending, empowering labor, antitrust action, economic 
regulation) could reduce both economic and political inequality

• A social movement for democracy would help
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Low Rates of Taxation of Capital Income

Estimated Percentages of the Affluent Reporting Very Low Rates of 
Return On Their Wealth
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Wealth

Share of taxpayers reporting net taxable capital income of:

<1% 1-2% <2%

$2-5 million 38% 30% 68%

$10-50 million 33% 23% 55%

$100 million or more 38% 22% 60%

Source:   (Bourne, et al., 2017)



117 Percent of Revenue Growth Consumed by 
Growth in Social Security, Health Care, and Interest
Increases in Revenue and Spending from 2018 to 2029

Billions of 2018$
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Revenue Increases Select Spending Increases

Interest on 
the debt
($337)

Other 
Health 
Programs
($571)

Social 
Security
($482)

$1,189

$1,390Increases in…

Other outlays increase by 
$145 billion under current 
law.

Source: Erald Kolasi and C. Eugene Steuerle, 2019. Washington, DC: Urban Institute
Calculations based on CBO, Update to the Budget and Economic Outlook: 2018 to 2029,  August 2019. 
Current law revenue projection assume that some tax cuts enacted in 2017 will be allowed to expire.


