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Percent Change Massachusetts Family Median Income — 1979-1989, 1989-1999, 1999-2006 ($2006)

Overview
This article examines changing income distribution in the 

state and its regions. Our analysis divides the state’s popu-

lation of families into “income quintiles.” We examine fi ve 

family income groupings, ranked from lowest (the bottom 

20 percent of family incomes) to highest (the top 20 per-

cent of family incomes). To compare the changing family 

income of each quintile, we use U.S. Census data to track 

the median income for each quintile and analyze the real 

growth (growth adjusted for infl ation) in the median fam-

ily income between 1990 and 2006. It is important to note 

that, even when the median income of a quintile declines, 

individual family incomes within the quintile can increase.

 Our analysis shows a long-term pattern of increasing 

income inequality in the Commonwealth, in which families 

with the largest median incomes have enjoyed the highest 

income growth. Since 1990, incomes of the wealthiest 20 

Income Inequality 
in Massachusetts, 

1980 -2006

percent of families increased by more than $19,000 (from 

$158, 401 to $175, 722). This increase nearly equaled the 

entire median income of Massachusetts’ poorest 20 per-

cent of families in 2006 ($19,964). 

 Between 2000 and 2006, the trend shifted, with real 

income levels decreasing for family incomes at all levels. 

For those in the lowest income bracket, however, fam-

ily income levels eroded dramatically: in infl ation-adjusted 

dollars, this group ended 2006 with family income levels 

lower than they had been in 1980. 

Increased Income for All Families
Between 1980 and 1990, families in the Commonwealth 

experienced dramatic increases across all income levels. 

Those in the highest (fi fth) family income quintile gained 

the most over this period — median family income for this 

group increased by 22 percent. All other income levels 
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, PUMS  

Massachusetts Family Median Income by Quintiles — 1979, 1989, 1999, 2006 ($2006)
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experienced robust income growth during this period — 

between 10.0 for the lowest quintile and 18.6 percent for 

the fourth quintile.

Rising Income Inequality
Between 1990 and 2000 income growth in the Com-

monwealth took a different turn, concentrating within the 

top 20 percent of families, which saw continued, relatively 

large real family income growth (16 percent over the ten-

year time period), in contrast with other families in the 

state. The remaining 80 percent of families did not fare so 

well: middle-income families experienced slowing income 

growth while lower- income families experienced outright 

income stagnation. 

 Thus for the bottom 80 percent of families in the 

Commonwealth, income growth was modest to minimal 

during the 1990s. By the year 2000, the top 20 percent 

of families received almost eight times the income of the 

lowest 20 percent of families.

Uneven Income Decline
Between the years 2000 and 2006, income growth dynam-

ics took yet another turn, this time with all income quin-

tiles experiencing declines. As a consequence, the trend 

of increasingly unequal income distribution moderated. 

Likely due to the recession in 2001 and 2002, the trend 

was true across all regions of the Commonwealth.

 While income declines affected families at all income 

levels, the bottom 20 percent of families still suffered most 

severely during this time period. This group experienced 

income declines of 16.2 percent in contrast with more 

modest declines (4.2 and 4.4 percent) for the top income-

earning quintiles and more moderate declines (7.8 and 

5.3 percent) for the quintiles in the middle. So while the 

trend of increasing disparity in income gains did level off, 

families with the lowest incomes in the state continued 

to lose. In this case, income inequality has manifested in 

another way — in the form of unequal and imbalanced 

wage erosion.

Regional Disparities in 
Income Growth and Decline
Just as income growth has disproportionately benefi ted the 

wealthiest families since 1990, it is also true that income 

growth has disproportionately benefi ted families in some 

regions in the state — especially in the Boston Metro and 

Northeast regions — while family incomes in other regions 

have lagged and even stagnated. These striking regional 



($24,884) and lowest in the Pioneer Valley ($15,761), an 

overall difference of 63.3 percent. Real incomes for the 

lowest quintile on the Cape have increased 12.7 percent 

since 1990 in contrast to the decline of 15.6 percent for 

the same group in the Pioneer Valley. Ironically, the great-

est decline in income for the neediest families took place in 

the Greater Boston region, where cost of living is highest. 

Family incomes here declined by 19 percent from 1990 

(from $25,086 to $20,314). 

REBECCA LOVELAND, RAIJA VAISANEN AND ROY WILLIAMS are staff 

members of the Economic and Public Policy Research Unit, UMass 

Donahue Institute. 

ROBERT NAKOSTEEN, a professor on the faculty of the Isenberg School of 

Management at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, is executive 

editor of this journal.

MassBenchmarks 2008 • volume ten issue two22

variations provide evidence of increasingly uneven eco-

nomic development across the Commonwealth.3)

 The period since 1980 has seen a continued increase 

in income discrepancies among families based on the 

region in which they live. The biggest ‘winners’, in this 

case, are middle- and upper-income families in the Boston 

Metro and Northeast regions of the state. For example, 

the highest-income families in the Boston Metro region 

make 62.4 percent more than their counterparts in the 

Pioneer Valley region ($211,667 versus $132,038). 

Alarmingly, real wages for this Boston Metro group have 

increased by 16.6 percent since 1990 in contrast to a 

growth rate of 1.6 percent for the same quintile in the 

Pioneer Valley. (

 Income increases among the lowest-income families 

also vary across regions. Family incomes for this quin-

tile were highest in 2006 in the Cape and Islands region 
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