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The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most
challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical approach to improve public policy,
inform the public and stimulate civic life.

By forging broad, nonpartisan agreement on the facts and drivers of mobility, the Economic
Mobility Project fosters policy debate and action on how best to improve economic
opportunity and ensure that the American Dream is kept alive for future generations.
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FAMILY INCOME

Americans’ relative mobility outcomes by family income show a glass half empty.

Americans raised at the top and bottom of the income ladder are likely to remain there
themselves as adults. Forty-three percent of those who start in the bottom are stuck
there as adults, and 70 percent remain below the middle quintile. Only 4 percent of
adults raised in the bottom make it all the way to the top, showing that the “rags-to-
riches” story is more often found in Hollywood than in reality. At the other end of the
ladder, 40 percent of those raised in the top stay there as adults, and 63 percent remain
above the middle quintile.

This lack of relative mobility is called “stickiness at the ends” because those at the ends
of the income distribution tend to be stuck there over a generation. By contrast, those
raised in the middle income quintile come closer to experiencing mathematically perfect
mobility, in which they are equally likely to end up in each quintile of the distribution.

. Figure 3
Americans Raised at the Top and Bottom Are Likely to Stay There as Adults

Chances of moving up or down the family income ladder, by parents’ quintile
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Note: Numbers are adjusted for family size.
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