POVERTY & WEALTH NARRATIVES
IN POPULAR CULTURE
EMERGING INSIGHTS &
RECOMMENDATIONS
With funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the USC Annenberg Norman
Lear Center is studying how poverty and wealth are constructed in the pop culture
narratives in which media consumers are immersed. Our focus is on scripted TV,
music, and video games. The research is in progress, but this document provides
emerging insights and recommendations for storytellers and content creators.

Narratives of meritocracy—wealth
accumulation through hard work—
are dominant, but they look
diﬀerent depending on the genre.

THE DOMINANT

NARRATIVE
In popular music, which is predominantly Hip-Hop,
poverty is all but invisible. The dominant narrative is
one of “flexing” or wealth signaling through brand
names, jewelry, cars, and displays of cash. Popular

artists consistently reinforce the meritocracy narrative
of achieving the good life through a combination of
natural talent and “hustle.” Representations of the
good life look much diﬀerent in Country music.
In popular video games, poverty is rarely discussed
explicitly. Instead, wealth accumulation is often built
into the game structure, in which the incentive is to

“I was born to flex (Yes)
Diamonds on my neck
I like boardin' jets, I like mornin' sex (Woo!)
But nothing in this world that I like more than
checks (Money)

Cardi B - “Money”

acquire goods. Many games function as pure
meritocracies in which skill and eﬀort are rewarded,

without any sort of structural barriers. In some cases, where in-game resources are purchased with
actual money, games can reinforce real-world economic inequities.
In scripted television, we frequently meet individual characters who achieve upward economic
mobility through sheer hard work. But unlike popular music and video games, there are numerous
exceptions to the meritocracy narrative, including among popular TV shows.
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Eﬀects of the Dominant Narrative
Narratives of meritocracy in pop culture obscure the structural causes of economic inequity, making
this concept especially challenging for the general public to grasp. Research shows that lack of
understanding of structural barriers to economic mobility translates into lower support for systemic
policy solutions. Further, narratives that place responsibility on the individual for their own success
or failure increase stigma and victim blaming, and decrease empathy toward not only the fictional
character, but also those living in poverty.

There are some notable
exceptions to the dominant
narrative—particularly in TV—that
suggest opportunities for
storytellers and content creators.

ALTERNATIVE

NARRATIVES

What might an alternative narrative of poverty look like? Here are four
recommendations drawn from our ongoing research.
1. Demonstrate the limitations of meritocracy.
Showcase characters who play by the rules,

“I just keep losing. I mean are some
people just supposed to lose?”

do everything right, and are still unable to
achieve financial success. In the series
Atlanta (FX), we follow the financial trials
and tribulations of Earnest Marks, a former
Princeton attendee who works hard as a
music manager, yet is unable to provide for
his family and struggles with homelessness.
Southside (Comedy Central) involves a

Atlanta (FX): Earnest (Donald Glover) sleeps in
a storage locker.

similar storyline.
These types of stories are particularly

needed for the Bootstrapper and Striver audience segments, who strongly endorse meritocracy
narratives and tend to believe that following the rules pays oﬀ in the long run. Whereas
Bootstrappers are conservative-leaning and predominantly White, Strivers are largely older people
of color, and are the highest consumers of a variety of entertainment.
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2. Highlight structural barriers as the reason why meritocracy fails.
Evoke compassion by revealing the hidden
hardships that aﬀect a character’s ability to
succeed. In Little Fires Everywhere (Hulu),
struggling Black mother Mia confronts upperclass White mother Elena about the concept of
individual choice in economic and other
outcomes.

“You didn’t MAKE good choices, you
HAD good choices.”

Research suggests that messages using
hybrid framing—in which individual choices

Little Fires Everywhere (Hulu): Mia (Kerry
Washington) confronts Elena (Reese
Witherspoon).

and behavior are shown as part of a larger
structural context—elicit greater empathy than
structural or individual framing alone, and are

associated with increased support for policies to address these structural inequities.

3. Discussing race is essential, but take care to avoid racialized framing.
Don’t ignore race in favor of a colorblind approach. Instead, highlight the ways in which race
contributes to economic inequality even beyond class. Research has shown messages using a
race-class narrative that explicitly links race with economic inequality consistently outperform
traditional progressive, race-neutral narratives of poverty.
Little Fires Everywhere provides another great example of this race-class narrative in action, such
as when Mia says to Elena, “White women always want to be friends with their maid.” In the
best-selling novel on which the TV series was based, both of the lead characters were identified as
White. Thus, the show’s creators made an explicit decision to bring race to the forefront of a story
about class conflict and systemic injustice.
At the same time, be careful not to activate racial stereotypes or unconscious biases. Portraying
Black or Latinx communities as devastated by poverty, even when accurate, can lead to victim
blaming.

4. Model victories achieved through collective action.
There are numerous examples of TV characters mocking or dismissing those who push back
against labor violations as “Norma Rae”—a reference to the 1979 film in which a factory worker
helps unionize her coworkers in the face of unhealthy working conditions. This trend is so prevalent
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that “Norma Rae” actually serves as an eﬀective search term for identifying scripted TV storylines
about labor struggle.
Storytellers can counter this trend by portraying collective action—boycotting, marching,
protesting, striking, or picketing—as a viable solution to structural barriers, and particularly by
modeling its benefits.
In Superstore (NBC), for example, the

“Nothing is going to
change around here
unless we change it.”

employees of a big box store stage a
walkout after their manager is fired for trying
to give an employee paid maternity leave.
While they do not win paid maternity leave,
they do end up saving the manager’s job.
Modeling collective action in pop culture
may be most eﬀective for the Progressive

Superstore (NBC): The employees stage a
walkout.

audience segment, but there are also
opportunities to destigmatize collective

action among more conservative audiences. For example, in a 2012 episode of the reality series
Duck Dynasty (A&E)—which is exclusively popular among the Bootstrapper audience segment—
the main characters go on strike to protest new, stricter working conditions.
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