
Taking the Pulse of Our Society 
 

Let us look at some attributes of our society, let us take its pulse. It is deeply concerning to know 

that likely policy changes due to the recent election will magnify difficulties for many people 

who are already disadvantaged. The disturbing trend of increased inequality in the United States 

since about 1980 stands in stark contrast to many other countries, though it is similar to South 

Africa and Argentina: 

 

   
Source: World Bank Group, Taking on Inequality, Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2016. 

 

While poverty rates declined slightly in the United States last year, poverty remains unacceptably 

high, particularly for children where one in five live in poverty, as shown in the next figure: 

 



 
Source: Bernadette D. Proctor, Jessica L. Semega, and Melissa A. Kollar, United States Census 

Bureau, Income and Poverty in the United States: 2015, September 2016. 

 

We have made much progress in reducing poverty for those 65 and older due to the success of 

Social Security and Medicare. However, this progress is less evident  when we use the 

supplemental poverty measure (SPM) a shown in the next figure. The SPM takes into account 

costs of goods, services and housing costs (including geographic differences), and government 

programs that asist low income familes. 

 



 
Source: Trudi Renwick, and Liana Fox, United States Census Bureau, The Supplemental Poverty 

Measure: 2015, September 2016. 

 

The success of Medicare is evident in the next figure, along with the success of the Affordable 

Care Act, in reducing the number of people who do not have health insurance coverage. Not 

surprisingly, in the absence of a single payer, Medicare-for-All approach, we still see egregious 

increases in the cost of health care and health insurance. Factors leading to this, the benefits of 

the Affordable Care Act, and steps we need to take in the future are reviewed in Deborah 

LeVeen’s chapter “Healthcare as Social Responsibility: Implications for Business” in Business 

Behaving Well. We still have far to go to approach the breadth and effectiveness of health care in 

other developed countries. Achieving this will mean moving to a single payer, Medicare-for-All 

approach, and away from the bureaucratic, ineffective, for-profit approach that has been so 

detrimental to our society. Unfortunately the new administration appears to be moving in the 

opposite direction to that needed. 

 



 
Source: Jessica C. Barnett, and Marina S. Vornovitsky, United States Census Bureau, Health 

Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2015, September 2016. 

 

We see the difficulty of escaping from poverty in the next figure where parental income is a 

major determinant of children’s financial well-being in adulthood in the United States: 

 



 
Source: Gregory Acs, Diana Elliott, and Emma Kalish, Urban Institute, US Partnership on 

Mobility from Poverty, What Would Substantially Increased Mobility from Poverty Look Like?, 

July 2016. 

 

We continue to struggle to care for our children when compared with other countries as shown in 

the next figure: 

 



 
Source: Save the Children, Economic Playgrounds 2016: Comparing the Lives of Children in 

G20 Countries. (All data accessed in March 2016. Most data are for the year 2014 (otherwise, 

latest available)). 

 

We see fewer than expected births as shown in the following figure: 

 



 
Source: Kenneth M. Johnson, Carsey School of Public Policy, University of New Hampshire, 

Carsey Research, National Fact Sheet #34, U.S. Births Remain Low as the Great Recession 

Wanes: More Than Three Million Fewer Births and Still Counting, Summer 2016. 

 

It is encouraging to see the continued growth of nontraditional career paths, which free people 

from dependency on large organizations and open up fulfilling and practical opportunities, as 

shown in the next figure: 

 



 
Source: McKinsey&Company, McKinsey Global Institute, Independent Work: Choice, 

Necessity, and the Gig Economy, October 2016. 

 

Flexibility in determining and adjusting career paths will be particularly important given the on-

going march of automation as shown in the next figure:  

 



 
Source: Michael Chui, James Manyika, and Mehdi Miremadi, McKinsey Quarterly, Where 

machines could replace humans – and where they can’t (yet), July 2016. 

 

These trends, taken together, underline the importance of seeking a just society that values all. 

This will be particularly challenging in the next four years. 


