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Income Inequality in Oregon Notched New Record
Prior to COVID-19 Crisis
The State of Working Oregon
by Daniel Hauser and Juan Carlos Ordóñez
Before the COVID-19 pandemic upended the economy, the income of Oregon’s ultra-rich had set
yet another record. In 2018, the year with the most recently available data, the average income of
the richest 0.1 percent — the top one-tenth of 1 percent — rose to more than $5 million, the highest
ever. Never had the richest Oregonians reported so much income.1
Though the corrosive effects of vast income inequality have been clear for some time, COVID-19
has provided a stark reminder of the instability and damage inequality produces.2 Perhaps most
obviously, the concentration of income among a relative few left large portions of Oregonians
without the means to save and be prepared to weather the economic downturn.3 Meanwhile, the
nation’s billionaires have seen their combined wealth jump by $845 billion since the pandemic
struck.4 Oregon’s own Phil Knight saw his wealth rise by more than $16 billion this year alone.5
Economic inequality, including income inequality, remains the greatest economic challenge facing
Oregon today. Lawmakers must avoid exacerbating income inequality and enact policies that
reduce inequality, to ensure all Oregonians have the opportunity to flourish.

Income of richest 1-in-1,000 Oregon families at record high
Average income of Oregon's top 0.1% compared to rest of top 1% from 1980-2018
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This chart only includes full-year resident returns.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data adjusted for inflation using CPI-U-RS.
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The State of Working Oregon is a series that
examines Oregon’s economy from the perspective of working families.
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The income of those at the very top of the income ladder — the highest earning 1-in-1,000
Oregonians — is at an all-time high, after adjusting for inflation. To be among the 1,819
households in this group in 2018 (the tax year with the most recent data), a taxpayer needed to
earn at least $1.8 million.6 The average income of this top group was over $5 million, the highest
on record, and five times their inflation-adjusted average income of $930,000 in 1980.
While this tiny group largely fueled the rise of the top 1 percent as a whole, the rest of the top 1
percent saw their average inflation-adjusted income more than double between 1980 and 2018.7

What about race or wealth?
The use of tax return data limits the ability to report on key aspects of economic
inequality in Oregon, particularly racial disparities and wealth inequality.
Tax forms do not ask taxpayers to identify their race or ethnicity, preventing a
direct analysis of income inequality by race and ethnicity. Surveys such as those
produced by the U.S. Census Bureau show large racial disparities in terms of
income.8 Unfortunately, census data does not allow for a granular look at the
incomes of the very rich. Analyzing changes to the income of the top 1 percent and
top 0.1 percent requires detailed information available from tax data.
This analysis focuses on income, not accumulated wealth. Income refers to a
person’s annual earnings. Wealth, on the other hand, is the value of all assets (such
as homes, stocks, and bonds) a person owns, minus all debts. While there is no
reliable data source for the distribution of wealth at the state level, analysis at the
national level shows that wealth is even more concentrated at the top — and in the
hands of white people — than income.9
Economic inequality by race is the result of generations of racist structures and
policies designed to boost the income and wealth of white people and put barriers
in the way for Black, Indigenous, and other people of color.
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Income of top 1% soars while typical Oregonian's does not
Average income of Oregon's top 1% compared to Oregon's median income from 1980-2018

Top 1%

$1,200,000

$900,000

$600,000

$300,000

Median
$0
1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

This chart only includes full-year resident returns.
Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue data adjusted for inflation using CPI-U-RS.
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To be among the top 1 percent of earners in Oregon in 2018, a taxpayer had to earn at least
$441,700. Their average income was $1,139,000 that year, more than triple its inflationadjusted average income in 1980 of $348,000. Meanwhile, the income of the typical (median)
Oregonian stagnated. The median Oregon income was $38,800 in 2018, only $3,400 higher
than in 1980, after adjusting for inflation.

More than a century separates the richest from the middle
Number of years of 2018 average income each income group would need to make $5,000,000
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How long would it take for Oregonians at different levels of income to make $5 million? For the
average member of the top one-tenth of 1 percent, it would take a bit less than one full year.10
For the average member of the top 1 percent of Oregonians, it would take a little more than four
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years. The typical (median income) Oregonian, on the other hand, would need to toil for 129
years at the 2018 earnings level to make $5 million. 11

If inequality had stayed the same a typical Oregonian would
earn 60% more
Median income in Oregon for 1980, 2018, and 2018 if growth was proportionately shared since 1980
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Source: OCPP analysis of Oregon Department of Revenue and Bureau of Economic Analysis data adjusted for
inflation using CPI-U-RS.
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Incomes were unequal in 1980s, but much less so than now. If income inequality had not grown
from 1980 to 2018 — if Oregon’s economic growth over that period had been shared
proportionally at all income levels — then the typical Oregon taxpayer would have earned nearly
$23,000 more in 2018.12 The income of the median taxpayer would have totaled about $62,000,
rather than the actual median income of $39,000 for 2018. In other words, the taxpayer in the
middle would have earned over 60 percent more. At the same time, the income of the average
member of Oregon’s top 1 percent would have been $608,000, instead of $1.1 million, had
inequality stayed at the same level as in 1980.
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Since last recession, big income gains at top, not for middle
Change in average income in Oregon from 2009 to 2018 by income group
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Income inequality rebounded sharply following the end of the prior recession, “The Great
Recession,” which officially ended in 2009. Since then, the average income of the top one-tenth
of 1 percent in Oregon increased by about $2.1 million, after adjusting for inflation. It would
take the typical Oregonian 53 years to make that much money. The average member of the top 1
percent as a whole saw their income increase by about $217,000. Over that same time period,
the typical Oregonian saw a $3,200 increase in income.

Top 1% makes more than bottom 50%
Total income by Oregon income group in 2018
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In 2018, Oregon’s highest
earning 1 percent took in more
income than the entire bottom
half of Oregonians.13
That year, the top 1 percent
together had income of $21.4
billion, equal to the lowestearning 54 percent of
Oregonians. The lowest-earning
50 percent of Oregonians,
together, earned $19.3 billion.
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This chart only includes full-year resident returns.
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Highest-earning Oregonians capture
income share from rest of Oregonians
Percent change in share of total Oregon income from 1980 to 2018
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Oregon’s top 1 percent has seen
their share of total state income
more than double in recent
decades, increasing by 124
percent from 1980 to 2018.
The bottom 80 percent of
Oregonians saw declines in
their share of total income over
that same period.14 The further
down the income ladder, the
more severe the decline in
income share.
Besides the top 1 percent, the
next 19 percent was the only
other group to see an increase
in its share of Oregon income.
This group saw their share of
income rise 4 percent from
1980 to 2018.

OREGON CENTER FOR PUBLIC POLICY | OCPP.ORG

Conclusion
The income of the Oregon’s ultra-rich set a new record in the lead up to the COVID-19 pandemic
— a crisis that has exposed the economic vulnerabilities of a large swath of Oregonians. This
crisis underscores that income inequality remains “the defining challenge of our time.”15
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resident income tax filers. In those instances, we note that the data is for full-year filers in the chart’s footer with an
endnote.
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