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Dr. Maya Sorenson is an economist, labor historian, and advocate for working-class economic justice. She holds a Ph.D. in Economics from the University of California, Berkeley, where her dissertation examined the relationship between union decline and wage stagnation in American manufacturing. For over fifteen years, she has researched income inequality, labor markets, and social policy, publishing extensively in academic journals and popular media.

Before turning to writing full-time, Dr. Sorenson worked as a senior policy analyst at the Economic Policy Institute and served as an advisor to several labor unions on collective bargaining strategy. Her op-eds on economic inequality and worker rights have appeared in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Guardian.

Born in Minneapolis to a teacher and a postal worker, Dr. Sorenson witnessed firsthand the economic pressures facing working families. This personal experience, combined with rigorous academic training, informs her accessible yet deeply researched approach to economic analysis. She believes that complex economic issues can and must be explained in ways that empower ordinary people to understand the forces shaping their lives.

Paycheck to Paycheck in the Richest Nation on Earth represents the culmination of her career-long effort to document how deliberate policy choices created working-class economic precarity—and how different choices could restore shared prosperity. Dr. Sorenson lives in Oakland, California.
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This book represents the collective knowledge, experiences, and struggles of millions of working Americans who live the reality it describes. To every person working multiple jobs, struggling to afford rent, drowning in debt, or living one emergency away from catastrophe—your experiences are valid, your struggles are real, and the system that created your precarity can be changed.
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Sarah Martinez wakes up at 5:30 AM in her studio apartment in Phoenix, Arizona. She's a registered nurse at a major hospital—a profession we applauded as "essential" during the pandemic, a career that required years of education and carries enormous responsibility. She makes $62,000 a year, which sounds reasonable until you account for her $850 student loan payment, $1,400 in rent for a basic apartment, $300 for her car payment, and the childcare costs for her six-year-old daughter that consume another $1,200 monthly. By the time she pays for gas, groceries, utilities, and insurance, Sarah has roughly $200 left each month. One unexpected car repair, one medical bill not fully covered by insurance, one anything, and she's choosing between paying rent or buying groceries.

Sarah is not an outlier. She represents the lived reality of approximately 64% of Americans who, according to recent surveys, live paycheck to paycheck. This isn't a story about the unemployed or those on the margins of the economy. This is about working Americans—nurses, teachers, retail managers, truck drivers, administrative assistants—who do everything right and still can't get ahead.

Meanwhile, the United States boasts a GDP exceeding $27 trillion, making it the wealthiest nation in human history. American billionaires have a combined net worth surpassing $5 trillion. The stock market continues reaching record highs. Corporate profits as a share of GDP hover near all-time peaks. By every traditional measure of national prosperity, America is thriving.

This is the American paradox: extraordinary national wealth coupled with widespread individual financial fragility. It's a nation where the economy is "strong" while the people within it are drowning. Where productivity has soared while wages have stagnated. Where we produce more than ever before, yet millions of workers can't afford rent, healthcare, or a modest emergency.

This book examines how we arrived at this moment and, more importantly, what it means for the future of American democracy and society. The story of paycheck-to-paycheck America isn't just an economic narrative—it's a story about power, policy choices, and the systematic restructuring of the American economy over the past five decades. It's about who benefited from those changes and who paid the price.

The numbers tell a stark story. In 1979, the top 1% of Americans held about 7% of the nation's wealth. Today, they hold over 32%. CEO compensation has increased by more than 1,400% since 1978, while typical worker compensation rose just 18%. The federal minimum wage, in inflation-adjusted terms, is lower today than it was in 1968. Housing costs have increased 130% faster than wages over the past two decades. Healthcare premiums have tripled. College tuition has increased by 180% in real terms since 1980.

These aren't natural phenomena or inevitable outcomes of economic evolution. They're the results of deliberate policy decisions: the weakening of labor unions, the prioritization of shareholder value over stakeholder welfare, tax policies that favor capital over labor, the deregulation of industries that once provided stable middle-class employment, and the systematic erosion of the social safety net.

The consequences extend far beyond individual bank accounts. Financial stress is now the leading cause of mental health issues in America. It's a major contributor to divorce and family breakdown. It's linked to declining life expectancy in many communities. It shapes political polarization and fuels the anger and resentment that have come to define American politics. When people work full-time and still can't afford basic security, they lose faith in institutions, in democracy itself, and in the promise that hard work leads to a better life.

This book is organized around eight core themes. We'll begin by examining how traditional measures of prosperity mask the reality of working families, then trace the historical trajectory of wage stagnation and its causes. We'll explore the specific cost categories—housing, healthcare, childcare, education—that have become unaffordable for typical workers. We'll investigate how America's safety net fails to catch those who fall and how debt has become the bridge that working families use to span the gap between income and expenses.

We'll examine the staggering inequality between those at the top and everyone else, not as an abstract moral failing but as a structural feature of our economy with concrete consequences for working people. We'll identify the policy decisions and institutional changes that created this system. And finally, we'll explore solutions that match the scale of the crisis—not small tweaks around the edges, but fundamental reforms that could restore the promise of shared prosperity.

Some will argue that this book is too critical of American capitalism or that it ignores individual responsibility. But this isn't about capitalism versus socialism—it's about whether our economic system serves the people within it or merely extracts from them. It's about whether full-time work should provide a dignified life. And regarding individual responsibility, when 64% of the country faces the same struggle, when working people across all education levels and industries experience financial fragility, we're clearly looking at a systemic problem, not millions of individual failures.

Others will say these problems are too complex or too entrenched to solve. But America has overcome greater challenges. We've rebuilt the middle class before, most notably after World War II when policy choices created the most prosperous and equitable period in American history. We know what works because we've done it. The question isn't whether solutions exist—it's whether we have the political will to implement them.

The stakes couldn't be higher. A society where most people work hard yet remain perpetually insecure is not sustainable politically, socially, or economically. Consumer spending drives 70% of U.S. economic growth—what happens when consumers have nothing left to spend? Democracy requires citizens who have the time and mental space to engage with civic life—what happens when everyone is drowning in financial anxiety? Social cohesion depends on a shared sense of opportunity and fairness—what happens when those concepts become hollowed-out myths?

This book is written for Sarah Martinez and the tens of millions like her. It's for the workers who feel invisible in an economy that claims to be booming. It's for anyone who wonders why doing everything right still isn't enough. And it's for those who believe that America can and should do better, that the richest nation on Earth has no excuse for abandoning its workers to financial precarity.

The American paradox is not inevitable. It's a choice—and we can make a different one.
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​Chapter 1: The Illusion of Prosperity
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Every quarter, the headlines trumpet the same message: "Economy Grows 3.2%," "Stock Market Reaches New High," "GDP Expands Beyond Expectations." Financial networks feature economists explaining why this is all very good news. Politicians from both parties cite these numbers as evidence that their policies are working. The nation, we're told repeatedly, is prospering.

But drive through any American city or town, talk to actual working people, and you'll encounter a different reality. The waiter serving your lunch is working two jobs and still behind on rent. The hospital technician drawing your blood just got her electricity shut off. The delivery driver who brings your packages is sleeping in his car between shifts. The disconnect between the macroeconomic statistics and the lived experience of working Americans has never been wider.

This chapter examines how traditional measures of national prosperity have become divorced from individual and family economic security. We'll explore why GDP growth, stock market performance, and unemployment rates—the metrics that dominate economic discourse—tell us almost nothing about whether ordinary Americans can afford rent, healthcare, or a decent life. And we'll investigate how this illusion of prosperity serves powerful interests while obscuring the reality of widespread struggle.
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Gross Domestic Product measures the total value of goods and services produced in an economy. It's treated as the ultimate scorecard of national economic health. When GDP grows, we're told the economy is strong. When it contracts, we're in crisis. But GDP is a remarkably crude instrument that fails to capture what actually matters to most people.

Consider what GDP does measure: If healthcare costs double, GDP goes up. If more people go to prison, GDP goes up (incarceration is expensive). If a hurricane destroys a city and we spend billions rebuilding, GDP goes up. If people work longer hours for the same pay, producing more output, GDP goes up. If corporations earn record profits by suppressing wages, GDP goes up. Environmental destruction that requires expensive cleanup? GDP increase. A pharmaceutical company that charges $1,000 per pill instead of $10? GDP growth.

Now consider what GDP doesn't measure: unpaid care work, primarily performed by women, that's essential to society but adds nothing to GDP. Quality of life improvements. Leisure time. Environmental health. Income distribution. Economic security. Life expectancy. Mental health. The sustainability of current consumption patterns. Whether the economic gains are shared broadly or concentrated at the top.

The United States has experienced significant GDP growth over the past four decades, with GDP per capita more than doubling in real terms since 1980. During that same period, the median American worker's real wage has increased by less than 15%. How is this possible? Because GDP measures total production and income, not how it's distributed. When the economy grows by 3% but all the gains go to the top 10%, GDP rises even as most Americans see no benefit whatsoever.

This matters enormously because GDP growth is the metric that policymakers optimize for and the standard by which they judge success. It's what the Federal Reserve considers when making decisions about interest rates. It's what politicians campaign on. It's what determines whether economists declare the economy "healthy." But an economy can have robust GDP growth while most of its workers are struggling, insecure, and falling behind.

In 2023, U.S. GDP grew by 2.5%—a solid performance by historical standards. Corporate profits reached near-record levels as a share of GDP. Yet during that same year, 60% of Americans reported living paycheck to paycheck. Personal bankruptcy filings increased. Homelessness surged to the highest levels since recording began. Credit card debt hit a record $1.08 trillion with delinquencies rising sharply. Food bank usage increased dramatically despite unemployment being low. These are not the hallmarks of a thriving economy for working people, yet GDP told us everything was fine.

The problem deepens when we realize that much of recent GDP growth has come from sectors that actively harm typical Americans' economic security. Healthcare spending represents nearly 18% of U.S. GDP—far higher than any other developed nation—but Americans have worse health outcomes and shorter life expectancies than people in countries that spend half as much. This isn't evidence of prosperity; it's evidence of an extractive, inefficient system. Yet every dollar squeezed from a sick person's savings to pay for overpriced medical care shows up as economic growth.

Similarly, the financialization of the American economy—where financial services have grown from 2.5% of GDP in 1950 to nearly 8% today—looks like healthy growth in the statistics. But much of this represents rent-seeking behavior: profits extracted through financial engineering, predatory lending, excessive fees, and speculation rather than productive economic activity. When a private equity firm buys a profitable company, loads it with debt, slashes worker pay and benefits, then resells it at a profit, that activity increases GDP. It also destroys good jobs and communities, but those consequences are invisible in our primary economic metric.
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If GDP is one pillar of the prosperity illusion, the stock market is the other. Financial media treats the S&P 500 like a barometer of national economic health. When stocks rise, we're told American families are getting wealthier. When the market hits new records, it's presented as unambiguously good news for everyone.

The reality is far different. As of 2024, the top 10% of Americans own approximately 89% of all stocks and mutual fund shares. The bottom 50% own essentially nothing—less than 1% of total stock market wealth. Even these figures understate the concentration, because within that top 10%, ownership is heavily skewed toward the very top. The wealthiest 1% own about 53% of all stock market assets.

This means that when the stock market soars, it primarily benefits the already wealthy. For the typical American worker who owns no stocks or perhaps a modest 401(k) they can't touch for decades, record market highs are completely irrelevant to their daily economic reality. They don't become able to afford rent because the S&P 500 increased 20%. The stock market and the economy that working people experience have become almost entirely decoupled.

The disconnect has policy consequences. During economic crises, the Federal Reserve and Congress have repeatedly prioritized propping up stock markets over directly helping working people. In 2008-2009, trillions flowed to bail out banks and support financial markets while foreclosures devastated working-class communities. In 2020, the Fed purchased trillions in assets to support markets while expanded unemployment benefits that actually helped workers were allowed to expire. The justification was always that supporting markets would eventually "trickle down" to help everyone. Forty years of evidence demonstrates this doesn't happen—but the policy continues because it benefits those who own assets.

There's another dimension to the stock market illusion: what drives stock prices has changed. Historically, stock values reflected companies' productive capacity and future earnings potential. Today, they increasingly reflect companies' ability to extract profits through market power, financial engineering, and labor cost suppression. When a company announces massive layoffs, its stock often rises. When Amazon or Walmart successfully quashes union organizing, investors celebrate. When pharmaceutical companies face no consequences for price gouging, their valuations increase. The stock market now rewards precisely the behaviors that harm working Americans.

Consider the composition of stock market returns over the past two decades. An enormous portion comes from just a handful of mega-corporations—Apple, Microsoft, Amazon, Google, Facebook, Nvidia—that have achieved near-monopoly positions in their sectors. These companies are fantastically profitable, but their success has come partly through aggressive tax avoidance, wage suppression, the destruction of smaller competitors, and the extraction of rents from their market dominance. When Amazon's stock price rises, it partially reflects the company's success in keeping its warehouse workers on poverty wages while eliminating the small businesses that used to provide middle-class employment. That's economic extraction, not prosperity, but it looks like growth in the market.

The focus on stock market performance also distorts corporate behavior in ways that harm workers. The rise of "shareholder value maximization" as the organizing principle of corporate governance has led companies to prioritize short-term stock price appreciation over everything else: worker wages, long-term investment, community well-being, environmental sustainability. Executives whose compensation is tied to stock performance have every incentive to suppress wages, fight unionization, offshore jobs, and avoid taxes. These strategies boost stock prices but devastate the working class—yet financial media presents rising stock markets as universally positive news.
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​The Unemployment Rate Deception
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The unemployment rate is the third pillar of the prosperity illusion. When unemployment is low—say, 4%—politicians and economists declare the labor market "strong" and working Americans "doing well." The assumption is that if people have jobs, they must be economically secure. This is profoundly misleading.

First, the standard unemployment rate (U-3) only counts people actively looking for work. It doesn't count discouraged workers who've given up searching. It doesn't count people who want full-time work but can only find part-time employment. It doesn't count workers who've dropped out of the labor force entirely. A more comprehensive measure (U-6) that includes these groups is typically 3-4 percentage points higher than the headline rate. Even this understates the problem, because it doesn't capture underemployment—people with college degrees working retail jobs, skilled workers in low-wage positions, people working multiple part-time jobs that together barely equal one full-time income.

Second, and more fundamentally, having a job tells us nothing about whether that job provides a living wage, benefits, security, or dignity. The unemployment rate treats someone working 60 hours weekly at two minimum-wage jobs with no benefits as identically employed to a unionized worker with a pension, healthcare, and middle-class wages. It considers a gig worker with no employment protections and wildly variable income the same as a salaried professional with job security. In today's economy, employment and economic security have been severed.

Consider the following statistics, all from periods of "low" unemployment: Approximately 53 million Americans work in low-wage jobs that pay a median annual salary of just $18,000. About 44% of American workers earn less than $18 per hour. More than 7.5 million people work multiple jobs. The majority of new jobs created in the past decade have been in sectors with median wages below the poverty line for a family of four. These are people who show up as employed in the statistics, who are working full-time or more, and who cannot afford basic necessities.

The problem is structural, not cyclical. We've created an economy where employment no longer guarantees economic security. The proliferation of part-time positions, temp work, gig economy jobs, and positions deliberately kept just below the hours threshold that would require benefits provision means that "low unemployment" can coincide with widespread economic precarity. Employers have successfully shifted risk onto workers while stripping away the protections and benefits that once made employment meaningful.

Walmart, America's largest private employer, provides an illustrative example. The company employs 1.6 million workers in the United States. Most are classified as "part-time" despite wanting and needing full-time hours. The median Walmart hourly wage is approximately $14.50—below what's needed to afford rent in essentially every American market. Many Walmart workers qualify for food stamps and Medicaid, meaning taxpayers subsidize the company's poverty wages. Yet when Walmart is hiring, those positions show up in employment statistics as job creation, and economists celebrate the "strong labor market."

The unemployment rate also obscures the quality collapse of American employment. Fifty years ago, a typical middle-class job included a pension, employer-paid health insurance, paid vacation, sick leave, job security, and wages that could support a family. Today, such positions are increasingly rare. They've been replaced by jobs with 401(k)s that shift all investment risk to workers, health insurance with massive deductibles that makes coverage nearly unusable, minimal or no paid time off, at-will employment that provides no security, and wages that require dual incomes to achieve what one used to provide. But both the union job with a pension and the precarious service position show up identically in unemployment statistics.

There's also a geographic dimension to the unemployment illusion. The national unemployment rate averages together wildly different regional realities. Wealthy coastal cities with low unemployment can coexist with deindustrialized regions where working-age employment participation has collapsed. In some rural counties and former manufacturing centers, the official unemployment rate looks acceptable only because so many people have stopped looking for work and are no longer counted. Disability enrollment, opioid addiction, and early death have removed millions from the labor force—a human catastrophe that actually improves the unemployment statistics.
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The metrics we've discussed so far are at least attempting to measure something relevant, even if they do so poorly. But there's a crucial element of economic reality that our standard measures systematically understate: the cost of living for typical Americans.

Official inflation measures, particularly the Consumer Price Index (CPI), use a basket of goods meant to represent average consumption. But this basket bears little resemblance to what working families actually spend money on. The methodology also includes various adjustments—substitution, hedonics, imputation—that have the effect of understating inflation as people actually experience it.

The substitution effect assumes that when beef gets expensive, people buy chicken instead, so the "true" inflation is lower than the raw price increase of beef suggests. This makes sense for economists building models but feels insulting to families who want to eat beef but can't afford it anymore. The fact that they've been forced to downgrade their consumption is not a statistical artifact to be adjusted away—it's a decline in living standards.

Hedonic adjustments try to account for quality improvements. If a computer costs the same as five years ago but is twice as powerful, the BLS treats this as a price decline. Again, this makes sense in the abstract but creates a distorted picture. A family struggling to afford the same laptop they could buy five years ago has experienced no deflation in their actual purchasing power, regardless of improved processor speeds.

More fundamentally, the CPI basket doesn't reflect the actual spending
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