THE POOR AND THE RI CH:

HOWN TO EXAM NE THE SPLIT I N LOCAL AND GLOBAL
ECONOM ES.

By Don Barlett and Jim Steele
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| nt r oducti on

Too many stories are witten on the basis of broad
econom c statistics -- the nunber of jobs created, the
unenpl oynent rate, the G oss Donestic Product, the growh
rate, the financial success of highly visible conpanies,
changes in the m ni num wage.

There is nothing wong with using such data in stories,
but we need to | ook nuch deeper, to see what is happening to
t he peopl e who make up those nunbers. Wien their jobs are
exported overseas, what kind of jobs do they find at hone?
Are average sal ari es and wages keeping up with the cost of
living? What is happening to their pensions and health care?
VWhat is happening to their purchasing power? How nuch do
they need to earn to live in a flat or house |ike the one
where they grew up?

W try to translate the nunbers into terns that show
what the average person's wages can buy today -- versus what
t hey coul d have purchased in the past. Sonetinmes the big
pi cture doesn't tell the story of what is happening to
peopl e.

W have done nost of our work in the United States, but
our experiences are reasonably universal. The agencies we
use for stories do not apply generally to Europe or Asia,
but simlar governnent bodies performng simlar functions
do exi st and could provide nuch of the sane information. The
crucial point is to think about what data you need and try
to determ ne where you mght be able to find the
information. That’s the challenge facing all of us.

TIPS

Be wary of econom sts and busi ness-school experts. W
didn’'t say disregard them just weigh their assessnents and
observations carefully. In our experience, they tend to



think in only the broadest terns -- that the gl obal econony
overall is good, that free trade creates nore jobs than it
elimnates. Although that may be generally true, it gl osses
over some huge dislocations that each produces in both
devel oped and devel opi ng countri es.

The wel |l -paid factory worker who | oses his job when the
plant is exported overseas may have to take a new job that
pays only a fraction of his forner salary and offers little
or no pension. Statistically, the personis still in the
ranks of the working. But economically he is worse off.

Free trade is now havi ng sone unanticipated inpacts in
the very countries it was supposed to help. A few years back
the Brazilian shoe industry hel ped deci mate shoe production
inthe United States | argely because of cheap | abor. Now
it’s Brazil’s turn to feel the pain. Low cost inports from
Chi na have di spl aced Brazil as the nunber one shoe exporter
to the United States.

Chi na provi des a good exanple of why we always need to
| ook behind the statistics. Every news story you read talks
about the fast-grow ng Chinese econony. But behind the
overall data are mllions of inpoverished workers who wl|
toil for alnbst no noney in today’ s gl obal econony. China
di spl aced Brazil as a shoe exporter because Chi nese shoe
wor kers earn about $50 a nonth — less than a third of what
Brazilians earned.

I f you are | ooking for experts on what is really
happening in the econony, talk to sociol ogi sts and soci al
wor kers. They are closer to the lives of working people than
econom sts or business experts. They see what is happening
to people and their famlies.

Resour ces

Most of the following are U. S. sources or databases.
But simlar organizations no doubt exist at both the E. U.
| evel and within individual countries in Europe and Asi a.

I nternal Revenue Service. (IRS) Statistics of Incone
(SA).

http://ww.irs.gov/

Publ i shed annually, the SO provides a cl oseup view of
many personal financial and econom c trends. Personal incone
is categorized by income groups, from persons earning $1
mllion or nore down to those making $10,000 or less. It
al so gives a breakdown of the source of income -- wages,



stock dividends, pensions, etc. This is probably the single
nost underutilized source of information on the financial
wel | -being of Anmericans by journalists. By drawing on SO
data, we were able to calculate this conparison for one
story:

“THE GREAT SALARY GAP: Between 1980 and 1989, the
conbi ned sal aries of people in the $20, 000-t o-$50, 000 i ncone
group increased 44 percent. During the sane period, the
conbi ned sal aries of people earning $1 million or nore a
year increased 2,184 percent.”

DEPARTMENT OF LABOR Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).
http://ww. dol . gov/

BLS is the one of the nobst inportant agencies tracking
the econom c health of Anerican workers. It has nunerous
statistical reports on clains filed for unenpl oynent
benefits, beneficiaries of pensions, applications for
training benefits, etc. W have |ong drawn on BLS data to
show enpl oynent and wages by specific industry. For exanple,
in a story on the inpact of trucking deregul ation, we were
abl e to show how wages for drivers and ot her enpl oyees
declined after the trucking industry was deregul at ed.
Simlarly, BLS data show that factory workers earn
significantly higher wages than those who work in retai
sal es.

DEPARTMENT OF COVWMERCE. Bureau of Econom ¢ Anal ysis and
ot her agenci es

htt p://ww. conmrer ce. gov/

To make nunbers neaningful, find a way to nmake t hem
relevant to a person’s life. Rather than just showi ng a
conpari son between nedian famly incone over a 10-year
period, show what a fam |y can buy with their current incone
conpared to what they could purchase in the past. For
exanple, in 1990, an average famly used 25 percent of its
income to pay for housing; in 2000 that had increased to 35
percent. In the U S., the Cormerce Departnment maintains
hi storical tables that are accessible via the Wb that
enabl e reporters to draw t hese conpari sons, but any
hi stori cal econom c or consumer product tables show ng
prices woul d worKk.

OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCI ES. A huge ampunt of information
can be gl eaned from i ndependent agencies that regulate the
econony. This is true in the U S., and fromwhat we have



seen fromthe European Union’s web site, also the case in
Eur ope.

In the U S., we relied on data fromthe U S. Interstate
Commer ce Conm ssion for the trucking deregul ation
statistics. I CC nunbers showed the dizzying pace at which
conpani es were starting up, going bankrupt and then going
out of business. The I CC has since been fol ded into anot her
agency the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB)

http://ww. ntsb. gov/.

Anot her i ndependent agency that is crucial in telling
the story of what is happening to U S. workers is the
Pensi on Benefit CGuaranty Corporation (PBGC). It is charged
wWith protecting the retirenent of mllions of workers
covered by private pension plans. You won't get nanes of
i ndi vidual workers fromtheir reports, but you can see the
nanmes of conpani es whose pensions are in trouble, which
could then | ead you to the people.

http://ww. pbgc. gov/

STATI STI CAL ABSTRACTS. Mbdst | arge nations publish
annual statistical reviews. These publications, now all on
|l ine, provide an invaluable resource. Each is filled with
tabl es and charts about all manner of activities affecting
the econom c and social conditions of their countries and
people -- fromhealth and nutrition, to home ownership, to
nmedi cal procedures per 1,000 popul ation, to the nunber of
refrigerators in hones.

In the U S it is called the Statistical Abstract of
the United States.
http://ww. census. gov/ prod/ ww st ati stical -abstract-us. htnl.

Canada publishes a simlar guide called Statistics
Canada. (http://ww. statcan. ca/.

The Canadi an site by the way has an excel |l ent page
linking it with simlar statistical web sites around the
worl d such as eurostat. The Canadian site is :

http://ww. statcan. ca/english/reference/international.h
tm

FI NDI NG PECPLE. Al'l journalists know the tried and true
nmet hods -— tal king to neighbors, famlies, friends, fellow
enpl oyees, townspeople. But there are nmany other |ess
obvi ous ways.

We are constantly rem nded of the variety. W find
nanes for potential interviews in court records, governnent
regulatory filings, foundation reports, governnent audits,
surveys by think tanks, Congressional hearings, academc
studi es, property records, to nane just a few places. Wile



researching the inpact of closed factories, we cane upon

t housands of records in the Departnent of Labor that had
been filed by out-of-work enpl oyees seeking training
assistance to find new work. Simlarly, the nanmes of many
enpl oyees thrown out of work quite often can be found in
Bankruptcy Court records, where enpl oyees sonetinmes have to
turn to seek debt relief.

Again, the availability of records will differ in
Europe and Asia, but the inportant point here is to try to
t hi nk what m ght be avail abl e.
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