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Equal Rights 

Utah Citizens’ Counsel Equal Rights Committee 

Article 1. All Utahns, regardless of race, color, ethnicity, religion, gender and gender identity, 
language, disability, political preference, age, birth status, military status, or other status, are 
entitled to dignity and respect as human beings and to equitable treatment under the law.  

Introduction 

As Americans, we want to believe that the United States is a land of equal dignity, respect and 
opportunity, where those who work hard, sacrifice, and shoulder their responsibilities can 
achieve a secure and stable life for themselves and their families. For much of the last century, 
economic growth made that dream a reality for many. During the thirty years between 1947 and 
1977, the gross national product (GNP) per capita doubled, and the incomes of families at all 
levels of income doubled as well, fueled by an increasingly educated work force.1 “Average 
schooling increased by six years between 1900 and 1970, with growing numbers of children 
completing more education than their parents. This, coupled with technological advances that 
benefited both high-and low-skilled workers, led to widely shared increases in living standards 
and intergenerational mobility.”2    

Some families, of course, had significantly greater financial resources to invest in their children.   
“In 1947, the income of families in the 80th percentile of the income distribution was 3.1 times 
that of families at the 20th percentile.”3 Americans were generally willing to accept this degree of 
income inequality, however, because (1) “incomes of families at the bottom of the distribution 
were growing quite rapidly,” (2) “inequality remained relatively stable for the first three decades 
after World War II,” and (3) there was a relatively “high rate of intergenerational economic 
mobility.”4  Thus, “[g]rowing up in a poor family did not have to mean that one’s children would 
repeat that experience.”5    

Over the next three decades, from 1977 to 2007, however, “the fruits of economic growth were 
confined to a much smaller proportion of the population.”6 Although American GDP per capita 
nearly doubled again, family income for those in the 20th percentile grew only 7% after adjusting 
for inflation, while the income of families in the top 1 percent increased by 90%, and families in 
the top 0.1% saw their incomes grow by more than 300%.7  

A number of factors contributed to the stagnation of income in the bottom tiers of the economic 
spectrum and the increase in income inequality, especially advancements in technology and the 
outsourcing of jobs to lower-wage countries, which reduced the demand for American workers 
with relatively little formal education.8 From 1977 to 2007, the inflation-adjusted wages of 
college graduates grew by 25%, while the wages of high school graduates increased by only 1%, 
and the wages of high school dropouts fell by 13%.9  

Technological changes and outsourcing, although important, played only a small role in 
explaining the extraordinary increase in the earnings at the top of the distribution. "Indeed, the 
dramatic increase in inequality at the top of the U.S. earnings distribution is not found in other 
high income countries in Europe and Asia that experienced the same technological changes."10 
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Rather, they are the result of dramatic shifts in social and economic policy that, although beyond 
the scope of this report to examine in detail, are critical to understanding the issue.11 Our focus is 
on the profound impact of economic inequality on families, especially low income families.12  

Education 

While the rewards of a college education have never been higher, the resources available to low 
income families to pay for quality preschool, access to good K-12 public schools, or college 
investments, have fallen sharply.13 One consequence is a staggering income-based gap in 
children’s achievement scores. “Among children born around 1950, test scores of low income 
children lagged behind those of their better-off peers by a little over half a standard deviation, 
about 60 points on an SAT-type test. Fifty years later, this gap was twice as large.”14 Given the 
importance of early learning in nurturing educational success, it is no surprise that growth in the 
income-based gap in children’s reading and mathematics scores has resulted in a larger gap in 
educational attainment between children growing up in poor families and their more affluent 
peers.   

Growing gaps in educational attainment have resulted in decreased educational mobility. “Until 
1970, fewer than one in ten men and women entering adulthood had completed less schooling 
than their parents. By the 1990s, more than 20 percent of men and almost as large a fraction of 
women had less education than their parents….” High school graduation rates have remained 
stagnant, and growth in college graduation rates has been due largely to children from middle-
class and affluent families.15 

Historically, the United States has expected its public schools to help level the playing field for 
children from various backgrounds, but our schools are no longer performing that mission 
effectively and may indirectly be making them worse.16 More affluent families can purchase 
housing in neighborhoods where less affluent families cannot afford to live, dramatically 
increasing residential segregation in recent decades. This results in fewer interactions between 
rich and poor children in settings including schools, child care centers, libraries, churches, and 
grocery stores. It also makes it more difficult for neighborhood schools to recruit and retain high 
quality teachers. “Without the financial and human resources and political clout of the wealthy, 
institutions in poorer neighborhoods…decline in quality, which in turn has detrimental effects on 
the education and life chances of children born into poor families.”17 

As the more affluent have become increasingly isolated in better neighborhoods and schools, the 
extent of inequality has become less visible to them. This has led to increased social conflict and 
a reduced sense of common purpose, making it harder to mobilize the public concern necessary 
to deal with problems of disadvantage among the most at risk. But mobilize we must! "The 
growing attainment gaps between children from low- and high-income families threaten the 
nation's future." They jeopardize economic growth because a large percentage of children from 
low-income families leave school without the skills to earn a decent living in a rapidly changing 
economy. "The American Dream of upward socioeconomic mobility is now beyond the reach of 
many low-income children. This is particularly distressing because a shared belief in upward 
mobility has always been the glue that holds our diverse pluralistic democracy together."18    
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In Utah, educators, parents, students, community leaders, and legislators are engaged in efforts to 
increase funding for public education to reduce teacher turnover and provide students and 
teachers with the supports to address the most pressing issues facing public education, as 
discussed in the Public Education Committee report. Much remains to be done, however, as that 
report makes abundantly clear.   

Health 

Research also clearly demonstrates that overall levels of health are far worse in more 
economically unequal societies.19 Life expectancy is longer and rates of adult mortality, infant 
mortality, and obesity are lower in more equal societies, while the United States--by most 
measures the richest country on earth--has per capita shorter average life spans, higher infant 
mortality rates, more cases of mental illness, more obesity, more drug abuse, and more of its 
citizens incarcerated than any other developed nation on earth.20  

The 2018 KIDS COUNT Data Book, released June 27 by The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
reflects that Utah saw a 3% increase in the percent of low birthweight babies and an 8% rise in 
the child and teen death rate between 2010 and 2016. The percentage of children without health 
insurance, while improving along with the rest of the nation, is still 40th lowest in the nation.21  

These conditions affect everyone.22 In “The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost 
Always Do Better,” British epidemiologists Richard G. Wilkinson and Kate Pickett argue, based 
on thirty years of research, that feelings of dominance and submission, which are enhanced by 
widening inequality, have a deep impact on our psychology and our social relations, increasing 
social distance, intensifying mistrust and competition for status, feeding feelings of humiliation 
and status anxiety that, in turn, lead to poor health.23 And a research study published in the 
Journal of the American College of Surgeons in 2016, reports that “income inequality is 
independently associated with higher health care expenditures and more health care use,” 
providing an independent economic argument for addressing the issue of economic inequality in 
our society.24 The Health Committee report discusses efforts being made in Utah that relate to 
these issues.  

Personal Safety   

Rates of violence are also significantly higher in unequal societies, affecting the personal safety 
of all citizens.25 “The link between economic inequality and both property crime and violent 
crime is well-established,”26 although explanations of this correlation vary among experts. 
Sociologists and epidemiologists tend to focus on feelings of inferiority, status competition, 
anxiety, distrust, and a lack of community cohesion to explain higher levels of violent crime, 
while economists tend to see property crime as an occupational choice based on the perception 
that the risks of being caught are low.27 Again, however, the impacts of economic inequality on 
our personal safety affect all members of society. According to Voices for Utah Children, 44,000 
Utah kids have had an incarcerated parent.28 Suggestions for addressing issues like these are 
discussed in the Personal Security Committee report. 
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Community Engagement 

Economic inequality also changes the way individuals interact with one another and engage in 
society itself.29 Key findings from the research demonstrate that people living in societies with 
higher levels of inequality (1) have lower levels of trust, (2) are less likely to help each other 
through acts of altruism, (3) have lower rates of social and civic participation, (4) have lower 
voter turnout, and (5) are less likely to engage in cultural activities.30   

A Growing Threat 

Income inequality is a growing issue not only in the United States but across the globe. In a letter 
to CEOs, Black Rock's Larry Fink wrote: “Since the financial crisis [of 2007-2008], those with 
capital have reaped enormous benefits. At the same time, many individuals across the world are 
facing a combination of low rates, low wage growth, and inadequate retirement systems.”31 
Individuals such as French economist Thomas Piketty and wealthy investors and CEOs such as 
Bill Gates and Warren Buffet have each offered approaches to solving the problem on a national 
and international scale.32 Many others in this country have also addressed this issue, suggesting 
policy changes such as a more progressive income tax, increase in the inheritance tax, better 
reporting and evaluation of corporate tax subsidies, and a tuition-free higher education system. 
These proposals deserve closer analysis, but the main concern of UCC is what we can do on the 
state and local level in Utah. Though income disparities are less wide in Utah, and inter-class 
mobility is greater than in the rest of the country, we still have hundreds of thousands of fellow 
citizens who are denied equal access to good health, quality education, and the prospect of a 
bright future.  

In an October 2016 report published by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco addressing 
the consequences of rising income inequality, the authors suggest an increase in the safety net 
and a modest increase in tax rates, concluding as follows: “According to our analysis, the 
increase in income inequality since 1970 has generated large welfare gains for households in the 
top 20% of the income distribution and significant welfare losses for those in the bottom 80%, 
measured relative to a scenario that holds inequality constant. Alternative simulations imply that 
a relatively modest boost in the historical growth rate of government redistributive transfers, 
accompanied by modestly higher average tax rates, could have achieved small but equal welfare 
gains for all households. Overall, our results suggest that there is room for policy actions that 
could offset the negative consequences of rising income inequality.”33 Since the October 2016 
report, however, national and state government policy decisions have taken an opposite 
approach, exacerbating the growing crisis of income inequality in both the U.S. and Utah. State 
tax reform can and should be part of the solution.  

             We must make our choice. We may have democracy, or we may have wealth 

                       concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.   

          Louis Brandeis 
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