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Outsized Gains at the Top Worsen
Oregon Income Inequality
A View of the State of Working Oregon
Since 1980 and since the end of the Great Recession, income inequality has worsened, with the
top 1 percent reaping a disproportionate share of Oregon’s economic growth. By one key
measure — the income accruing to the top one-tenth of 1 percent of Oregon earners,1 roughly
1,700 households in all of Oregon — income inequality in Oregon stands just a hair below its alltime high.
Confronting income inequality is perhaps the greatest challenge facing Oregon today. A growing
body of research indicates that income inequality not only limits the ability of working families
to get ahead, but also undermines economic growth.2 Lawmakers must enact policies that
reduce income inequality to ensure all Oregonians share in economic opportunity.
To be among the top 1 percent
of earners in Oregon in 2014
(the year with the most recent
data), a taxpayer had to earn
at least $368,109.3 Their
average income was
$907,000 that year, nearly
triple its inflation-adjusted
average income in 1980 of
$327,000.

Top 1 percent's income soars while typical
Oregonian's remains stagnant
$1,200,000

$1,000,000

$800,000

$600,000

Meanwhile, the income of the
typical (median) Oregonian
stagnated. The median
Oregon income was $33,484
in 2014, just $270 higher
than in 1980 after adjusting
for inflation.4
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Average income of Oregon's top 1 percent compared to Oregon's median income. All figures adjusted for
inflation using CPI-U-RS. Gray bars indicate offical periods of recession.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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Top one-tenth of 1 percent's income nears record
level
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To be among the 1,680
households in the top onetenth of 1 percent in 2014, a
taxpayer needed to earn at
least $1,457,000.5 The
average income of this top
group was $3.9 million, just
below its record high of $4.0
million in 2012.
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The income of those at the
very top of the income ladder
— the top one-tenth of 1
percent — has returned to
near record levels.
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Average income of Oregon's top 1/10th of 1 percent compared to the average income of the rest of
Oregon's top 1 percent. Full-year resident income tax filers. Adjusted for inflation using CPI-U-RS.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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Over a million dollars in gain vs. $21 bump
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While this tiny group has
largely fueled the rise of the
top 1 percent as a whole, the
rest of the top 1 percent saw
their average inflationadjusted income more than
double between 1980 and
2014.6
The Great Recession officially
ended in 2009. Since then,
the average income of the top
one-tenth of 1 percent in
Oregon increased by about
$1,132,000 after adjusting for
inflation. The rest of the top 1
percent saw their income
increase by about $124,000.
Over that same time period,
the typical Oregonian saw
just a $21 increase in income.
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2009-2014 inflation-adjusted income gain. Adjusted for inflation using CPI-U-RS.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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Typical Oregonian would earn nearly 3 times as
much had inequality remained at 1980 level

2014 median income at 1980 inequality level

Actual 2014
median income

$92,050

$33,484

2014 Oregon median income at actual and 1980 inequality level. Adjusted for inflation using CPI-U-RS.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.

The typical Oregonian earns
far less today than if income
inequality had not worsened
since 1980.
In 1980, the median
household income was 10.1
percent of the average income
of the top 1 percent in
Oregon. By 2014, due to
income gains by those at the
top, median income shrunk
to 3.7 percent of the average
income of the top 1 percent.
Had median household
income remained at 10.1
percent of the average income
of the top 1 percent, the
typical Oregonian would have
earned $92,050 in 2014.
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Capital gains income flows mainly to the top

Top 1/10th of
1 percent

Bottom 99
percent

34%
45%

21%
Rest of
top 1 percent

Much of the income of the top
one tenth of 1 percent comes
from capital gains income —
the income from the
profitable sale of assets such
as stocks, bonds and real
estate.
This tiny sliver of Oregonians
at the very top together
captured 34 percent of all
capital gains income in 2014.
They and the rest of the top 1
percent together received
more than half (55 percent) of
all capital gains income that
year.

2014 share of Oregon capital gains income. Full-year resident income tax filers.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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Oregon's top 1 percent now earns more than
twice that of the bottom 40 percent
Top 1%
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By 2014, the bottom 40
percent’s share of total
income had shrunk to 7.4
percent while the top 1
percent’s more than doubled
to 15.5 percent.
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In 1980, the bottom 40
percent of taxpayers collected
10.1 percent of all income
earned in Oregon while the
top 1 percent took home 7.4
percent of all income.

The income gains by the top 1
percent meant that in 2014
they earned more than twice
what all Oregonians in the
bottom 40 percent earned.7
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Share of total Oregon income in 1980 and 2014.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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As top gains income share, others lose share
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The bottom 80 percent of
Oregonians saw declines in
their share of total income
over that same time.8 The
further down the income
ladder, the more severe the
decline in income share.
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1980-2014 percent change in share of total Oregon income.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data.
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Oregon’s top 1 percent has
seen their share of total state
income more than double
over recent decades,
increasing by 109 percent
from 1980 to 2014.

In addition to the top 1
percent, the next 19 percent
was the only other group to
see an increase in its share of
Oregon income, a modest 5
percent increase from 1980 to
2014.
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Oregon Can Confront Income Inequality
Rising income inequality remains Oregon’s most pressing socioeconomic problem. On the one
hand, the typical Oregonian struggles to afford the rising costs of housing, child care and other
essentials with their stagnant income. On the other, income inequality may also be undermining
the state’s economy. Researchers have found links between income inequality and lower
consumer demand, limited acquisition of job skills and reduced private investment.9
Growth in income inequality is no accident. Decades of public policy choices have allowed or
encouraged the incomes at the top to balloon while those at the bottom have stagnated. Oregon
lawmakers do not need to wait for federal action to begin reducing income inequality. There are
concrete steps Oregon can take to address the problem:


Invest in Oregon’s human capital.
Oregon should ramp up investments in the education, job skills and health of
Oregonians. One of the highest priorities ought to be investing in early childhood
programs, including helping working families afford the rising cost of child care. Quality
care in a child’s earliest years boosts educational attainment and earnings as an adult.10
In the process, Oregon should aim to make jobs in the care economy quality jobs that can
support families. The Oregonians who do the vital work of caring for our children,
elderly and disabled should earn enough to take care of their own families.



Invest in Oregon’s infrastructure.
Oregon should invest in repairing and upgrading its infrastructure — roads, public
transportation, school buildings and sewer systems, for example. Targeted public
infrastructure spending can boost the economy and improve a state’s quality of life and
environment. It also helps improve our business climate and build human capital. It
accomplishes that by making accessible to everyone better schools, roads and other
public infrastructure, all the while creating living wage jobs building and maintaining
that infrastructure.11



Pay for those investments by asking more from those at the top.
Changes to our tax system benefitting those at the top have helped grow income
inequality.12 Although Oregon has one of the least regressive state tax systems, it still
asks more from low-income Oregonians than from well-off Oregonians.13 It makes sense
to ask those at the top to do more to support schools and other public structures that all
Oregonians rely on.



Ask corporations to pay more.
The corporate share of all income taxes paid in Oregon has shrunk dramatically since the
1970’s.14 Meanwhile, as a share of the economy, corporate profits remain near historical
highs.15 Large portions of those profits have simply gone towards propping up stock
prices, thereby boosting the income of those at the top.16 Asking corporations to pay
more taxes would allow Oregon lawmakers to make the targeted investments needed to
afford all Oregonians with economic opportunity.
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