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INTRODUCTION 
Meaningfully addressing American wealth inequality means challenging persistent 
misconceptions about lower-income individuals and communities. The United States Partnership 
on Mobility from Poverty has identified several common misconceptions about poverty (Poo & 
Shafir, 2018, p. iv): 

• People in poverty have no one to blame but themselves.  

• People in poverty are helpless victims. 

• The American dream is available to anyone who works hard enough.  

These beliefs ignore the subtle social factors that affect people’s financial situations, and inhibit 
compassion for those in poverty. They also promote individual-level solutions for poverty, and 
avoid reckoning with systemic barriers to economic mobility. 

Research shows that mass media, including entertainment TV and films, can shift attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviors regarding poverty and other social problems (see Stacks et al., 2015). To 
this end, the USC Annenberg Norman Lear Center was commissioned by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation to conduct a cultural audit of narratives of poverty and economic mobility. The goal of 
this effort is to gain a deeper understanding of how poverty and wealth are represented in popular 
culture content — television, film, video games, and music — as well as the audiences who 
consume these narratives.  

This report presents the results of a qualitative thematic analysis of scripted TV and film narratives 
that explicitly address poverty. It builds upon the work of Stephen Pimpare (2017), whose research 
on poverty in American films during or before 2015 provides a model for the current study. We 
expand upon Pimpare’s research by including films and TV episodes that debuted during or after 
2015. We inductively coded and analyzed 24 films and 57 episodes from 20 TV series.   1

Narratives of meritocracy — wealth accumulation through hard work — are common in our 
sample, as in media coverage of poverty more generally (Weinstein et al., 2020). However, a 
number of films and episodes demonstrate the limitations of meritocracy. These stories showcase 
characters who play by the rules, do everything right, and are still unable to achieve financial 
success. They also highlight structural barriers — such as systemic racism — to explain why 
meritocracy fails. We also find stories that provide system-oriented narratives by showing 
victories achieved through collective action.  

 See Appendix for a discussion of the sampling method, coding methodology, and lists of sampled TV series and films.1
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GOOD Research: Public Perceptions and Narratives of Poverty in the U.S. 

We analyzed a sample of TV and films through the lens of six meta-narratives identified by GOOD, 
Inc. (2019), representing belief systems related to the causes of and solutions to poverty. 

• The meritocracy narrative presumes that any American — no matter their economic 
starting point — can achieve financial success through honest work (and without breaking 
any major legal or moral rules). This narrative suggests that everyone has an equal 
opportunity to succeed in America, especially if they work hard in school.   

• The character narrative suggests that poverty results from character flaws like dishonesty, 
laziness, or lack of intelligence. Closely related, the greed narrative suggests that poor 
people are selfish or corrupt, committing fraud in the name of government “handouts” or 
otherwise gaming the system.  

• While meritocracy, character, and greed narratives blame poor people for their own 
poverty, the culture narrative suggests that some communities and individuals remain 
poor because they adhere to an unhelpful “culture of poverty,” or a set of customs that 
prevents them from achieving success. For instance, many Americans believe that poor 
people do not value education and are more likely to be violent (Rogalsky, 2009; Ladson-
Billings, 2006; Gorski, 2008). 

• The system narrative goes a step further, suggesting those in poverty are impacted by 
systems that constrain their financial opportunities. For instance, people who live in poor 
neighborhoods lack opportunities for continuing education and affordable housing. They 
also experience prejudice and discrimination in hiring and promotion at work. 
Furthermore, racism makes discrimination against poor minorities worse. According to the 
system narrative, it is uncommon for even the most hard-working people to escape 
poverty.  

• Finally, the fate narrative takes poverty for granted as a fact of life: Almost by definition, 
someone has to be poor. This narrative was not evident in the episodes and films we 
analyzed. 

This report describes the ways in which these narratives play out popular films and TV episodes 
from the last five years. 
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FINDINGS 
Individualistic Narratives are Common 

Variations on the meritocracy, character, and greed narratives are evident in numerous recent 
films and TV episodes. A standard meritocracy story structures the 2015 film Joy, which presents a 
rags-to-riches story of a woman who founded a business empire with nothing but a clever idea 
and an intrepid spirit. The film explicitly defines America as a country that offers financial 
opportunity to anyone who works hard enough: “in America, all races, and all classes, can 
meet and make whatever opportunities they can.”   Echoing the meritocracy narrative, this 2

quote implies that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed and achieve the American 
dream.

Meritocratic elements are also evident in Lady Bird, a film about a White high school student who 
lives on the “wrong side of the tracks” in Sacramento and whose family wrestles with financial 
challenges. The titular Lady Bird’s mother has high standards for her children, and makes a 
sarcastic comment about her daughter’s supposed laziness:

“You should just go to City College. You know, with your work ethic, just go 
to the city college...and then to jail and then back to City College. And then 
maybe you’d learn how to pull yourself up and not expect everybody to do 
everything for you.”

This dialogue also reflects the meritocratic belief that people succeed by pulling themselves up by 
their bootstraps. Lady Bird ultimately gets accepted to prestigious New York University — thanks 
to her own talents and scholarly efforts. Thus, this film reinforces the common belief that people 
can realistically escape poverty by working hard in school. The Glass Castle (2017) tells a 
comparably meritocratic story of a woman who escapes poverty by studying hard in college. 
However, some characters in the film also portray poverty in a somewhat romanticized light (see 
Box 1). 

  This film echoes the iconic film The Pursuit of Happyness (2006), which tells the story of a sometimes-homeless father 2

who succeeds in the world of finance against all odds. As Pimpare (2017) observes in his analysis of the film, “The 
message, such as it is, is a common one — with determination, spunk, and hard work, anyone can survive and ultimately 
thrive. The causes of poverty and homeless are unexamined” (p. 244). 
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The 2016 film Barbershop: The Next Cut reproduces a similar narrative about economic mobility 
and educational achievement. One character subscribes to a classic meritocracy narrative: “I 
mean, this is America. Everybody has equal opportunity to make it here.” The film’s ending 
reinforces this belief by suggesting that hard work in school can lead to personal success. As 
triumphant music plays, we hear young men reciting the creed of a Chicago charter school: “We 
are college bound. We are exceptional. Not because we say it, but because we work hard 
at it.”3

The ABC sitcom The Middle includes several episodes that attribute poverty to individual spending 
decisions. In one episode, matriarch Frankie Heck shocks her family when she splurges on “name 
brand peas.” In another episode, she is chastised for buying an expensive coffee. In a later 
episode, after her son splurges his paycheck on an expensive TV, she concludes that they are both 
“bozos” when it comes to spending money. Here Frankie also admits that she spends too much 
money on food because she is lazy: “I keep buying food thinking I’m going to cook, and then 
I get tired and I just get take-out.” These examples also highlight the character narrative, 
which suggests that poor people only have their own unwise decisions and laziness to blame for 
their impoverished circumstances. 

These examples contribute to the dominant cultural narrative that poverty results from the bad 
habits and choices of individuals. Explicitly or implicitly, this content suggests that honest work is 
a realistic pathway out of poverty for individual Americans. As we will see, there are many 
examples of recent films and TV episodes that meaningfully challenge this narrative. 

 This is a quote from the “creed” of Chicago’s Urban Prep Academies. The full text of this creed captures the spirit of the 3

meritocracy narrative: “We believe. We are the young men of Urban Prep. We are college bound. We are exceptional — 
not because we say it, but because we work hard at it. We will not falter in the face of any obstacle placed before us. We 
are dedicated, committed and focused. We never succumb to mediocrity, uncertainty or fear. We never fail because we 
never give up. We make no excuses. We choose to live honestly, nonviolently, and honorably. We respect ourselves and, in 
doing so, respect all people. We have a future for which we are accountable. We have a responsibility for our families, 
community and world.  We are our brothers’ keepers. We believe in ourselves. We believe in each other. We believe in 
Urban Prep. WE BELIEVE.” https://www.urbanprep.org/about/the-creed/

https://www.urbanprep.org/about/the-creed/
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[BOX 1] “I Feel Really Lucky”: The Challenge of             
Portraying Resilience

Friends and family enjoy a meal in the Netflix series On My Block.

Many films and TV shows depict poverty as a 
miserable situation to be avoided at all costs. While 
such representations may encourage sympathy for 
poor people, they can also provoke disgust, pity, or 
embarrassment among key audiences. These negative 
emotions may discourage audiences from identifying 
with poor characters, hindering solidarity and 
collective support (Pimpare, 2017). Others portray the 
warmth, joy, creativity, and resilience evident in poor 
communities. Our analysis found numerous depictions 
of family resilience in the face of financial hardship, 
many of which are centered around sharing food. 

The Netflix series On My Block documents the daily 
struggles of teenagers in a poor Los Angeles 
neighborhood. While gang violence and drugs are 

common motifs, the series goes out of its way to show 
diverse characters enjoying meals together around the 
dinner table. Roseanne and The Conners also show the 
Conner family enjoying food as a form of resilience. 
One episode shows Dan Conner making the best out of 
his paltry workman’s compensation payout by buying 
steaks for his family. (Indeed, the opening credit 
sequence of Roseanne — in both the original and the 
reboot — famously shows the family laughing while 
they enjoy a meal together.) While The Chi is 
structured around narratives of violence that take 
place in a poor Black community, it also shows the joy 
and creativity that people find under difficult 
circumstances. For example, after a block party is 
interrupted by the sound of gunfire, the DJ urges the 
crowd to continue dancing.



Poverty in Modern Film & TV 

page 8

  

We also find depictions of resilience in films that 
address poverty. The Florida Project shows children 
who find joy in the face of housing insecurity and other 
financial challenges. In one memorable scene, two 
children playfully share an ice cream cone, to their 
building manager’s consternation. American Honey 
tells the story of a young woman who flees an abusive 
relationship to join a traveling group of magazine-
selling teenagers. We see these characters singing in 
their dilapidated van, and dancing on the counters at a 
supermarket. The characters in American Honey use 
all of the means at their disposal to find love and 
companionship in a difficult world. As some 
psychologists have noted, finding genuine connection 
with friends and family can help people cope with life 
challenges (APA, 2020).  

While such depictions of resilience can serve to 
challenge the misconception that poor people lack 
agency or creativity, they also risk romanticizing 
poverty. The Glass Castle (2017) tells the story of 
Jeannette Walls, a White woman who overcomes her 
family’s generational housing insecurity, addiction, and 
abuse by working hard to become a successful writer. 
However, the film does not just portray poverty as a 
circumstance to be escaped: Jeannette’s father 

teaches her to avoid the pursuit of riches, and instead 
take time to enjoy life’s simple pleasures. He attributes 
his happiness to poverty: “Rich city folk live in fancy 
apartments, but their air’s so polluted, they can’t 
even see the stars. We’d have to be out of our 
minds to trade places with any of ‘em.” The film 
ends with Jeannette enjoying a simple meal with her 
family around the dinner table: “I feel really lucky.” 

The appropriately titled Logan Lucky takes similar 
pride in working-class culture, portraying resourceful 
characters who enjoy cheap beer and are quick to 
fight. The film is structured around a heist that will 
allow an unemployed father to be with his daughter. 
The heist is successful, but the father abandons his ill-
gotten gains and finds more honest ways to spend time 
with his family. The audience is taught that close family 
relationships are more important than riches.

These films reproduce narratives that are common in 
country music. As our thematic analysis of popular 
music showed, country songs often ask the listener to 
find value in seemingly ordinary circumstances and 
appreciate life’s simple pleasures (Potts, 2020). (For 
instance, the 2006 country hit “Lucky Man” glorifies a 
simple lifestyle: “I have days where I hate my job…
But I know I'm a lucky man...Got a house and a 
piece of land/A few dollars in a coffee can.”)

The films and TV series in our sample do not, by and 
large, romanticize poverty to a great extent. They do, 
however, highlight the challenge of portraying the 
agency and resilience of those living in poverty while 
still acknowledging the need for collective action and 
systemic change. These texts remind us that it remains 
challenging “to analyse [sic] working-class life without 
recourse to either romanticism or pathologization”  
(Lawler, 2005). 

Scooty and Moonee share an ice cream 
cone in The Florida Project.
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The Limitations of Meritocracy 

“One catastrophe away from being broke”  

While many of the films and TV episodes in our sample uphold the meritocracy narrative, others 
diverge from or complicate this narrative by showing characters who face systemic barriers to 
financial success. Despite their hard work and best efforts, many of these characters are unable to 
escape their poverty.

A cycle of hope and despair takes place in the ABC sitcom The Conners, the recently renamed 
reboot of Roseanne (without Roseanne Barr). In a 2019 episode, patriarch Dan Conner confronts a 
sleazy lawyer who got his family’s hopes up about securing a large worker’s compensation payout: 
“You made my family think that things were going to work out for once, and then you 
bailed on us. I should have known better.” Like most sitcom episodes, this story ends in a 
restoration of the show’s status quo — which in this case means persistent poverty and financial 
hardship. The lesson is that it is very difficult for a working-class family to catch a break and 
escape enduring poverty.

A similar emotional arc takes place in the reboot of the Norman Lear sitcom One Day at a Time. 
Penny’s wealthy landlord encourages her to spend money on herself now that she has secured a 
steady job as a registered nurse. This landlord’s advice backfires when Penny excitedly buys a 
comfortable new couch, only to find out that her car has been damaged and requires repairs that 
are now unaffordable. Penny sums up the lesson of the episode: No matter how fortunate things 
might seem, “You’re always one catastrophe away from being broke.” Despite an 
improvement in Penny’s professional situation, her family sees a return to financial struggle, 
demonstrating the precariousness of even modest financial success.

Other stories undermine the meritocracy narrative by showing that many successful people have 
benefitted from unfair or unusual financial advantages. These stories imply that not everyone in 
America has an equal opportunity to succeed. In the ABC series Black-ish, patriarch Dre often 
proclaims that he escaped poverty through his own hard work. However, in one episode Dre’s 
mother Ruby complicates his “origin story” by revealing that his supposedly merit-based private 
school “scholarship” was actually an unearned donation from a generous benefactor. Ruby 
directly criticizes the meritocracy narrative: “Bootstrapping is a myth! Nobody ever got 
anywhere in life without help!” Here, the series acknowledges the limitations of individual 
efforts in the face of systemic barriers to economic opportunity. A similar revelation occurs in the 
film Knives Out: we learn that a supposedly self-made character actually secured a million-dollar 
loan from her father in order to start her profitable business. This content disrupts the 
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meritocratic assumption that people who have wealth obtained it solely through their own hard 
work.

Some content undermines the meritocracy narrative by showing that not all those who achieve 
success do so ethically or legally. The film Beatriz at Dinner portrays a wealthy patriarch who 
reveals that he earned his fortune by making environmentally and socially destructive hotel 
properties. These storylines show financial success occurring through the immoral or greedy 
efforts of villainous individuals. They also reverse the greed and meritocracy narratives which 
associate poor people with greed and wealthy people with hard work. 

Similarly, the film The Big Short (2015) shows a class of privileged financiers and bankers amassing 
great wealth by creating ethically dubious laws and policies. Additionally, it shows a group of 
predatory lenders who acquire wealth by targeting poor individuals with subprime loans. Like 
Hustlers, the film educates the audience about the greedy actions that contributed to the 2008 
financial crisis. It also humanizes the impact of the financial crisis by showing a renter who is 
unaware that his landlord is “over 90 days delinquent” in paying his mortgage: “Am I gonna 
have to leave? My kids just got set up in this school man…It's not my fault dude! I've been 
paying!” This working father has apparently been playing by the rules of the meritocracy 
narrative, yet is about to lose his home to a bank. Through no fault of his own, his children will be 
denied equal educational opportunities that are promised by the meritocracy narrative. This story 
highlights the system narrative by showing the ways that people are denied access to economic 
mobility due to circumstances beyond their control.   
 

 
“It's not my fault dude! I've been paying!”
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“When you’re poor, the only way to make money is to steal it or scam it” 

While the meritocracy narrative suggests anyone can achieve the American dream legally, our 
analysis found frequent depictions of characters who, after failing to succeed via legitimate and 
honest means, are pressured to work outside of legal structures to support themselves and their 
families. 

In the FX series Atlanta, we meet former Princeton student Earnest “Earn” Marks, who faces 
housing insecurity and other financial struggles. One episode shows Earn searching for his jacket, 
which we learn holds a key to the makeshift space where he is sleeping. His reward after an 
arduous journey is a night of sleep in a storage locker, from which he is eventually evicted. We are 
taught that no matter how hard Earn works, he is unable to achieve the kind of success that is 
promised by the American meritocracy narrative. Earn names his predicament in the series 
premiere: “I just keep losing. I mean are some people just supposed to lose?”  Lacking 4

legitimate opportunities for economic advancement, we see Earn and his cohorts frequently 
turning to various schemes and crimes in order to make ends meet — such as selling drugs or 
participating in a gift card scam. 

A similar premise structures the Comedy Central show South Side. Even though the main 
character earned a degree in business administration, he is unable to secure white-collar work 
because his reputation is tarnished by his past history of evictions. Lacking good options, he then 
chooses to “circumvent the system” by illegally selling prescription drugs with his uncle. These 
shows frame such criminal enterprises as understandable under the circumstances, as the 
previous poverty of these characters unfairly deny them legitimate opportunities for economic 
mobility. 

A similar message is introduced in the Showtime series Shameless. Throughout the series, we see 
teenager Phillip “Lip” Gallagher engaging in various crimes in order to support himself and his 
siblings. He justifies his criminal lifestyle by pointing to a lack of traditional economic 
opportunities: “When you’re poor, the only way to make money is to steal it or scam it.” 
Lip’s story also demonstrates how American schools provide unequal academic opportunities for 
students who come from poverty. In college, Lip’s financial situation forces him to take on a job in 
a university cafeteria, preventing him from using that time to study. Lacking funds for childcare, 
he must take care of his younger brother while his sister is in prison, further draining his energy 
and hindering his academic achievement. These stressors contribute to Lip’s increasing 
alcoholism, which gets him expelled from school. While Lip makes a number of poor decisions 

  While excluded from the sample as a science fiction series, HBO’s Westworld explicitly acknowledges the problems with 4

the meritocracy narrative. The third season is set in a near-future world in which life-courses are predetermined and 
poverty is literally inescapable: "They built the world to be a game, and then they rigged it so they always won."
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throughout his college career, his educational prospects are also weighed down by his family’s 
lingering financial challenges. The series sends the message that individual hard work and willful 
effort are insufficient in and of themselves for escaping poverty.

The crime film Little Woods likewise points to the limitations of individual efforts in the face of 
structural barriers to economic mobility. The film is populated by characters whose poverty is not 
due to a lack of merit, but systemic constraints. Oleander “Ollie” King lives in a rural town that has 
seen a rapidly increasing cost of living. Ollie makes her living selling coffee to manual laborers 
who sleep in their cars, who self-medicate their injuries with opioids because they can’t afford to 
miss work for treatment. The drama of the film is set in motion when Ollie learns that she must 
come up with $6,000 to save the house where her newly-pregnant sister is supposed to raise her 
children. This situation pushes Ollie into an extreme position: She decides to undertake a 
dangerous journey to Canada to obtain a shipment of illicit medicine that she will sell on the black 
market. While she succeeds in her efforts, success does not mean escaping poverty, but merely 
keeping a modest house. Thus, this film presents a criminal lifestyle as an understandable 
response to a set of impossible circumstances. As one character learns from this ordeal, “Your 
choices are only as good as your options are.”  

�
Lily James and Tessa Thompson star as Deb and Ollie King in Little Woods 

Like Little Woods, the 2019 film Hustlers presents criminality as a somewhat understandable 
lifestyle choice under very difficult circumstances. The film tells the story of a group of strippers 
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who decide to drug and rob a class of bankers who they blame for the 2008 financial crisis, which 
has been severely impacting their livelihood: 

We gotta start thinking like these Wall Street guys. You see what they did to 
this country? They stole from everybody. Hard-working people lost 
everything. And not one of these douchebags went to jail. Not one. Is that 
fair?...This game is rigged. And it does not reward people who play by the 
rules.

This character recognizes that working hard (“playing by the rules”) doesn’t lead to the payoffs 
that are promised by the meritocracy narrative. Under these circumstances, stealing money from 
greedy and immoral bankers seems like a fair reaction to financial barriers. By mentioning the 
systemic processes that have taken property away from “hard-working people,” this dialogue 
provides broader context for the financial plights of individual characters. 

Another storyline about foreclosure and difficult moral decisions takes place in season six of 
Shameless. Fiona Gallagher is raising her siblings in a rundown house that is located in an 
increasingly gentrified Chicago neighborhood. Her landlord reveals that he is unable to repay a 
$60,000 loan he has taken out on the house.  Though no fault of her own, Fiona and her family 5

are about to be evicted. In order to buy her house back from the bank, Fiona decides to act 
against her moral beliefs by pawning her ex-husband’s cherished heirloom, and accepting money 
from her gun-selling brother. These morally and legally dubious decisions are presented as 
appropriate solutions to housing problems that are out of Fiona’s control. Her actions allow the 
Gallaghers to keep their ramshackle house, which means maintaining a state of relative poverty. 

A similar storyline unfolds in season two of the sitcom Mom. Due to her gambling addiction, 
Christy owes her landlord $4,000, and gets evicted from her home as a result. She has a hard 
time finding a new residence. This storyline highlights the system narrative through its emphasis 
on lack of affordable housing options. Christy ultimately secures a new living space when her 
mother lies and cheats her way into becoming the building manager of a housing complex. 

Finally, the 2019 film Joker invites the audience to make sense of the downward spiral of a violent 
criminal who is unable to afford treatment for his various mental health issues. We meet Arthur 
Fleck, the film’s anti-hero, when he reveals to a social worker the depths of his mental illnesses: 
“all I have are negative thoughts.” As the film proceeds, he is bullied by his peers and heroes, 

 Here, Fiona is in a position similar to Ree from the 2010 film Winter’s Bone, who must find her father in order to save her 5

house from foreclosure. All of her hard work merely allows her to keep her modest home — a basic necessity. According 
to Pimpare’s (2017) analysis of the film, the outcome of Ree’s epic quest accurately reflects the reality of American 
poverty: “Most Americans who are born poor will die poor, and constant struggle and scarcity are the norm for many” (p. 
131). 
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and he is abandoned by an increasingly privatized healthcare system. As such, the film can be 
read as a commentary on neoliberalism. Neoliberalism generally refers to political and economic 
projects that dismantle public health services and promote global free trade (Harvey, 2007; 
McGregor, 2001). It is also associated with an individualist and anti-collectivist way of thinking 
(Brown, 2015). While neoliberal ideas and policies are currently prevalent in modern American 
culture, the film suggests that such free-market policies can unfairly create problems for people 
like Fleck. The audience is ultimately supposed to find some sympathy for this character’s descent 
into violent criminality, without condoning his violent actions. Thus, crime and violence are 
presented as outcomes of poverty. 

Stories about people who turn to crime or make questionable moral decisions in order to make 
ends meet can challenge the meritocracy narrative by highlighting its limitations and flaws. At the 
same time, such stories serve to reinforce the greed narrative, which suggests poor people are 
prone to corruption, immorality, and fraud. 

Race and Poverty 

“White women always want to be friends with their maid” 

Several TV episodes and films highlight the system narrative by showing the ways in which race 
and poverty are intertwined, and particularly how systemic racism and other forms of bias can 
make it even more difficult for people of color to escape poverty. 

In the context of poverty, racism is most often portrayed as bias or discrimination that affects 
Black people’s financial opportunities. Atlanta shows how racism affects Black people’s spending 
power. In one episode, Earn finds himself unable to spend a hundred dollar bill because a White 
cashier suspects that it is counterfeit. The cashier then unquestioningly accepts a hundred-dollar 
bill from a White man. Earn’s cousin Al explicitly connects this encounter to racism: “Look, 
there's a reason that a White dude dressed just like you can walk into a bank and get a 
loan, and you can't even spend a $100 bill, man.” The lesson is that racial bias and 
stereotyping create unfair disadvantages for Black people not just for earning money, but also 
spending it.

The Hulu limited series Little Fires Everywhere draws connections between poverty and racial bias. 
In an episode titled “70 Cents,” a White teenager is allowed to take the bus even though she is 70 
cents short of the fare. In stark contrast, no such exception is made for Bebe, a Chinese immigrant 
who is refused baby food when she is 70 cents short. Bebe’s inability to purchase baby food 
influences her painful decision to surrender her child outside of a fire station. This episode shows 
how the intersections between racial discrimination and poverty can lead to decisions that some 
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might find impossible to understand. Elena, a wealthy White woman, is very critical of Bebe’s 
decision to give up her child, while Mia, a Black woman who has been homeless, is more 
empathetic: 

ELENA: A good mother makes good choices…She really doesn’t leave a baby 
alone in the cold in front of a fire station! 

MIA: You didn’t make good choices. You had good choices. Options that 
being rich and White and entitled gave you. 

By illuminating Bebe’s and Mia’s lack of good options in relation to Elena’s abundance of choices, 
the series produces empathy for a woman who makes what seems an unforgivable choice to 
abandon her baby, thereby complicating the character narrative. Little Fires Everywhere highlights 
the intersections between race and class in other instances as well. When Mia says to Elena that 
“White women always want to be friends with their maid,” she points out the incentive White 
people have to minimize or ignore the economic differences that separate many White and Black 
communities. In the best-selling novel on which the TV series was based, Mia’s race was not 
identified, leading readers to imagine her 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. 

“All those people are invisible. They don't even exist” 

The history of systemic discrimination against people of color is portrayed in the FX drama Pose. 
In the season 2 episode “Worth it,” set in 1990, we meet Blanca, a transgender Puerto Rican 
woman who is illegally evicted from her office space by a bigoted landlord. Blanca is initially 
discouraged from taking legal action in the face of systemic racial discrimination: “Since when a 
poor, Brown transsexual got any rights?” While Blanca eventually fights back through 
collective action (see Box 2), the series demonstrates how widespread disdain for Black and 
brown bodies creates further economic barriers for people of color.

Like Pose, Motherless Brooklyn illuminates a largely hidden history of real estate discrimination, 
showing how Black people have been disproportionately targeted for eviction. The film tells the 
story of Moses Randolph, a prominent government official who acquires wealth and power by 
illegally removing people from their homes. This character is based on Robert Moses, a real life 
“power broker” who famously used eminent domain to displace Black families in order to create 
infrastructure projects (Caro, 1974; Williams, 2017). The film depicts Randolph as a racist whose 
greedy and illegal actions are enabled by widespread racial bias. Like the real life Robert Moses, 
the fictional character evicts Black families after defining Black neighborhoods as “slums.” He 
openly admits that he is unconcerned with the families who will be displaced through his 
projects:  
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…if some Negro slum is where I want to put my Federal project, or an off 
ramp for my bridge, then all the goodie goodies in the world can shriek and 
moan as loud as they want…all those people are invisible. They don't even 
exist.

Black lives clearly do not matter to Moses Randolph. His hostile racism justifies his decision to 
remove valuable assets from Black communities. 

The housing discrimination documented by Motherless Brooklyn helps to explain why Black 
neighborhoods today have fewer assets on average than White neighborhoods, which further 
concentrates Black families in poorer neighborhoods (Wilson, 1987; Sampson & Sharkey, 2008; 
Desmond, 2012; Williams, 2017). The resulting racial segregation has far-reaching effects on 
economic opportunities.  Public schools in poor, Black neighborhoods are less likely to be well-6

funded through local property taxes (Spross, 2019). Thus, Black people who live in poor 
neighborhoods have access to fewer educational resources.  

“Students should be able to go on field trips without having to sell 1,000 
candy bars!” 

These educational disparities are highlighted in an episode of Netflix’s Orange is the New Black. 
When Janae, a Black high school student, visits a mostly White and wealthy campus, she 
becomes discouraged by the comparative lack of resources at her own mostly Black public 
school: “The system is rigged.” Her teacher admits that because of Janae’s race she “may have 
to work twice as hard to get half as far.” The audience infers that this painful lesson about 
educational segregation influences Janae’s decision to turn away from her promising academic 
career, and turn to a life of crime that lands her in prison. While we don’t hear from Janae after 
she is transferred to another prison in season five, the series notes elsewhere that incarceration 
creates additional poverty for people of color: “Institutional racism traps the most vulnerable 
people in our society in this cycle of incarceration which, in turn, leads to a cycle of 
poverty.” This dialogue reflects sociological research which finds that formerly incarcerated 
people face bias and discrimination when they seek employment (Pager, 2003). Janae’s story 
illuminates the fact that the American schooling system still does not offer equal opportunities to 
Black students, thereby affecting their prospects of economic mobility.

Papa from the Showtime series The Chi is shocked and dismayed to learn that a predominantly 
White school has more resources than his own Black school. At a budget meeting, he confronts 
his school’s staff about his extra educational burdens: “Students should be able to go on field 

 “Research shows that the zip code into which a child is born is one of the greatest determinants of economic success in 6

adulthood, even though place of birth is a circumstance completely out of a person’s control” (Poo & Shafir, 2018, p. 3).



Poverty in Modern Film & TV 

page 17

[BOX 2] Pose, Season Two: A Case Study 

Season two of Pose (FX) effectively illustrates the 
ways in which poverty relates to health disparities, 
racism, gentrification, and sexual discrimination — 
while modeling collective actions that challenge 
these intersecting forms of oppression. 

The season begins in 1990, showing two HIV-
positive characters — Pray Tell, a queer man of 
color, and Blanca, a trans woman of color — visiting 
a mass grave where lower-income casualties of the 
AIDS crisis are buried. Because Pray Tell’s grief is 
taking a toll on his mental health, his friend Judy 
then advises him to take action: “Pray, you've got 
to put your pain to good use, or I swear to God, 
it will eat you alive.” Judy and Pray Tell attend a 
meeting for ACT UP, a real-life activist organization 
that worked to highlight the deep connections 
between poverty, health justice, homophobia, and 
racism. At the meeting, an activist calls out an 
influential, abstinence-promoting priest: “We will 
not allow his racist, sexist, homophobic 
ideologies to affect the health of every single 
person on this planet!” Inspired by these words, 
Pray Tell brings Blanca to a protest at the priest’s 
church, where they are arrested. This scene is based 
on true events, an iconic direct action at St. 
Patrick’s Cathedral in New York that resulted in 111 
arrests and helped change the public narrative 
about the AIDS crisis. 

To attend the protest, Blanca must leave her job at a 
nail salon, where her boss has discouraging words 
for her future prospects: “You should kiss my feet 
for hiring you. No one else will. You will see. 
Ladies like getting their nails done by ladies.” 

This comment highlights the prejudices and 
obstacles that affect queer and trans people’s 
prospects for mobility. 

Feeling empowered by a new, queer-friendly 
Madonna song, Blanca decides to open her own nail 
salon. Due to her poverty, her only rental option is 
an informal agreement with a bigoted landlord who 
is deliberately attempting to gentrify a Manhattan 
neighborhood. Despite Blanca’s skin color, the 
landlord agrees to rent to Blanca when she promises 
to be a hard worker. Eventually, the landlord learns 
of Blanca’s trans identity and decides that her 
business will not help her gentrification plans. Due 
to the informality of their agreement — and despite 
Blanca’s work ethic — the landlord evicts Blanca 
from her space. 

Pose portrays ACT UP’s iconic direct action 
at a New York Catholic Church
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Emboldened by her participation in the ACT UP 
demonstration, Blanca decides to fight back 
through collective action: “I’m a fight this 
disease, and in doing so, I’m a fight [the 
landlord] and get my salon back.” Here, Blanca 
is explicitly associating economic justice with 
health justice. Later, when some of her mentees 
become discouraged about the AIDS crisis, Blanca 
and Pray Tell organize another collective action to 
lift their spirits: “Y’all stories don’t just have to 
be about failure. It needs to be about 
resilience.” Inspired by the tactics of ACT UP, they 
wrap the landlord’s house in a giant condom to 
both “highlight her bigotry and get the message 
out about condom use.” Through this creative 
direct action, these characters draw attention to 
the intersections between poverty, sexual 
discrimination, and sexual health.

The notoriety achieved by these actions enrages the 
landlord who burns down her own building for 
insurance money — ultimately landing her in 
prison. While Blanca remains evicted, the landlord’s 
misdeeds are widely publicized at the season’s 
conclusion, sending a warning to anyone who would 
unjustly discriminate against a tenant. In addition 
to this partial victory, Blanca’s activism and 
leadership produce positive mental health 
outcomes for one of her mentees, who expresses 
gratitude: “Thank you for inspiring me. And for 
pulling me out of the dark.” 

While these characters encounter limitations of 
meritocracy, which are further compounded by 
discrimination, they do not remain passive victims. 
Instead, they creatively and collectively draw from 
various resources to challenge systemic poverty, 
health injustice, structural racism, and sexual 
discrimination.

Pose exemplifies creative direct action.
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trips without having the burden to sell 1,000 candy bars!” Meanwhile, Papa’s friend Jake 
decides to quit school in order to join a gang and sell drugs. Jake defends his brother Reg’s similar 
life choices to his friend Kev:

JAKE: Reg didn't go to school, and look at him! 
KEV: He's a drug dealer!  
JAKE: And if he was White they'd call him a doctor! How is school going to 
get me paid? 

In this snippet of dialogue, Jake draws multiple connections between race, poverty, and 
schooling. First, he identifies a double-standard that associates Black activities with criminality 
and White activities with respectability (see Beckett et al., 2006). These are the types of 
automatic judgments that may be used to justify paying Black people less money for similar work. 
Further, he points out that schooling is less likely to lead to financial success for Black people than 
for White people. This recognition makes gang life seem like an attractive alternative to traditional 
educational and professional paths. While the culture narrative disparages poor communities for 
devaluing education, The Chi presents quitting school as an understandable decision under the 
circumstances. While the series does not fully explore the reasons why Black communities remain 
disproportionately poor, it does suggest that racially-concentrated poverty indirectly harms Black 
people’s prospects by segregating them into under-funded schools.

A character from Black-ish succinctly summarizes the various ways in which systemic racism 
hinders economic opportunity for Black people: 

…rich, young White males are more likely to stay well-to-do, while rich, 
young black males are more likely to become poor than they are to stay 
rich. There are a variety of potential causes for this: Imbalanced 
incarceration rates, employment bias, and discriminatory housing policies, 
to name a few. But, really, it all stems from institutionalized racism 
reaching back into America's past as a slave-holding…Damn it! Slavery 
affects everything!

Systemic Solutions 

Some of the content we analyzed demonstrates resilience at the level of individual families and 
friend groups (see Box 1). Other episodes and films, however, show characters who attempt to 
change oppressive systems by participating in collective actions — such as boycotting, marching, 
protesting, striking, or picketing. 
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In the NBC sitcom Superstore, for example, the employees of a big box store stage a walkout after 
their manager is fired for trying to give an employee paid maternity leave. While the walkout does 
not ultimately win the employees the health benefits they demanded, they do end up saving the 
manager’s job, and vow to continue fighting. A similar narrative appears in the 
“Tweentrepreneurs” episode of Bob’s Burgers (FOX), which shows middle school students starting 
a small business as a class project, which produces a conflict between “laborers” and 
“managers.” When the student laborers begin to suffer from manufacturing-related health 
problems and it becomes clear that the managers are not doing any hard work, the laborers fight 
back by producing a work slowdown, and then engaging in a full strike. Through these tactics, 
they take power back from management and turn their classroom-based business into a worker-
controlled co-operative. 

 
Employees stage a walkout in Superstore 

A similar workplace conflict takes place in the film Sorry to Bother You. Cassius “Cash” Green has a 
crisis of conscience about taking a well-paying job after he learns about his employer’s unethical 
and illegal practices — which he then exposes on live TV. However, after a lackluster public 
response to his exposé, he decides that the public needs to be inspired by direct action. His 
coworker reasons that “If you get shown a problem, but have no idea how to control it, then 
you just decide to get used to the problem.” This dialogue suggests that people are more likely 
to resign themselves to a life of poverty when they can’t imagine realistic tactics for challenging 
social structures. Accordingly, the film models collective actions for resistance against labor 
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abuses by showing the characters preventing scabs (non-unionized replacement workers) from 
crossing a picket line. To accomplish this goal, Cash organizes a blockade composed of a diverse 
coalition of strikers, working-class artists, and unemployed former athletes. The film creates a 
recipe for collective action that involves coalitions from unlikely bedfellows. 

 
Former high school football players stand in solidarity with artists  

and laborers on a picket line in Sorry to Bother You. 

While many of the examples of collective action we identified involve workplace labor disputes 
(see Box 3), we also found other instances of collective action and civil disobedience. In the 
Netflix series Gentefied, for example, key characters picket outside of a business that is 
understood to be gentrifying a poor Latinx neighborhood. The organizers are portrayed wearing 
facial expressions of determination as they walk in slow motion to dramatic music. While their 
protest does not have an immediate effect on their circumstances, it is evident that they have won 
a moral victory. 

Housing-related protests make an impact in Motherless Brooklyn, as activists protest the “slum 
clearance” projects of Moses Randolph. These protests sway some government officials to 
withhold support for Moses’s projects, causing him significant problems and affording some 
leverage and power to the film’s heroes. Finally, the FX series Pose shows characters fighting social 
problems like gentrification and health injustice by developing creative collective actions (see Box 
2). 
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Heroic characters from Gentefied protest neighborhood gentrification. 
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[BOX 3] “Calm down, Norma Rae!” 

Our analysis unearthed numerous examples in which 
characters use “Norma Rae” as an insulting term to 
tease people who confront workplace injustices. The 
term refers to the eponymous 1979 film, which tells 
the story of a factory worker who unionizes her 
coworkers in the face of unhealthy working conditions. 
This trend is so prevalent that “Norma Rae” actually 
serves as an effective search term for identifying 
poverty-related scripted TV storylines. Using this 
search term in the NLC Script Database, we found 65 
TV episodes released between 1986 and 2019 and six 
films released between 1997 and 2018 that address 
workplace or poverty-related conflicts. 

In one example from the sitcom Odd Mom Out, for 
example, a woman from a poor background joins a 
picket line of staff workers who protest the unfair 
wages they earn at a fancy apartment building. Her 

husband, who comes from a wealthier background, 
jokingly calls her “Norma Rae” when he tells her that 
dinner is ready. In an episode of the sitcom Dr. Ken, a 
nurse is called “Norma Rae” when he suggests going 
on strike: “Norma Rae over here wants to shut the 
whole place down.” Similarly, in an episode of 
Friends, Ross threatens to call the labor department 
when he finds out that Rachel faces maternity-related 
discrimination, prompting Rachel to quip: “All right, 
all right, calm down Norma Rae.” In an episode of 
ALF, the titular alien teases patriarch Willie Tanner for 
picketing: “Tough day on the line, Norma Rae?” In 
these stories, characters who earnestly support 
collective action are met with lighthearted derision. 
These episodes reveal a tension between a social need 
for resistance and a culture that under-appreciates 
collective action.

On ALF, Willie is teased for picketing: “Tough day on the Line, Norma Rae?”
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CONCLUDING RECOMMENDATIONS 
While meritocratic narratives are common in TV and film, along with character and greed 
narratives, these individualistic narratives are meaningfully challenged by system narratives that 
illustrate the structural forces that accumulate to impede economic mobility. From our analysis of 
poverty themes in scripted TV and film, the following seven recommendations for content creators 
have emerged: 

1. DEMONSTRATE the limitations of the meritocracy narrative. Showcase 

characters who play by the rules, do everything right, and are still unable to achieve financial 
success. In shows like Atlanta and The Conners, characters work hard every day but are 
unable to escape poverty. 

2. HIGHLIGHT systemic barriers as the reasons why meritocracy fails. 
Films like The Big Short educate audiences about some of the structural factors and policies 
that have negatively affected individuals and communities in poverty. 

3. DEVELOP narratives that contextualize the behavior and choices of 
individual characters within the larger system. The film Hustlers shows 

characters who make creative decisions in the face of systemic poverty. Storytellers should 
strive to balance individualistic and system-oriented narratives in a way that humanizes those 
in poverty and also encourages action and activism among key audiences.  

4. EVOKE compassion by revealing the hidden hardships that contribute 
to illegal or unethical decisions. The film Little Woods outlines various economic 

constraints to make the protagonist’s decision to sell drugs seem like a reasonable response 
to difficult circumstances. 

5. CONNECT race and poverty, but be mindful of racial stereotypes. Show 

how racial discrimination perpetuates poverty. Motherless Brooklyn shows how racism has 
historically created housing insecurity for Black families. However, be careful about 
perpetuating racial stereotypes. Portraying Black or Latinx communities as devastated by 
poverty, even when accurate, can lead to victim blaming. 

6. MODEL victories achieved through systemic solutions. Portray boycotting, 

marching, protesting, striking, or picketing as a viable solution to structural barriers — 
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particularly by showing its successes. In Superstore and Bob’s Burgers, we see workers 
securing important victories by going on strike. 

7. SHOW poor characters who find joy despite their poverty, not because 
of it. Humanize the experience of poverty by portraying the poor as having agency and 

resilience. However, avoid depicting resilience in a way that romanticizes poverty or 
downplays the need for systemic change. The Glass Castle risks reinforcing the idea that there 
is nobility in poverty, even as its characters seek economic mobility (see Box 1).  
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APPENDIX: 
METHODOLOGY 
We focused our analysis on TV series and films that address poverty in a substantive way. 
However, “poverty” is a relative term that can be difficult to define objectively (Pimpare, 2017). 
Famed Scottish economist Adam Smith once observed that what counts as poverty will change 
according to the “custom of the country.” Accordingly, we assume that a given society will 
collectively, if tacitly, agree upon a definition of poverty that makes sense within that culture. If 
there is no objective way to define poverty, it follows that there can be no objective way to identify 
TV shows and movies that represent poverty. Like poverty itself, content that focuses on poverty is 
socially defined as such. Accordingly, our question becomes: What TV shows and films do people 
commonly associate with poverty? 

TV Show Selection 

We limited our sample to scripted TV series (rather than documentaries or reality shows) that had 
at least one new episode premiere during or after 2015. Because we were interested in shows that 
portrayed contemporary American poverty in an ostensibly realistic manner, we excluded those 
set outside of the U.S., before 1950, or that had significant science fiction or supernatural 
elements. We used three methods to identify a sample of twenty poverty-related TV series (Table 
1):  

1. Internet search: Our initial method for addressing the question of what TV shows are 
commonly associated with poverty was a simple Internet search. The search phrase “TV 
shows about poverty” produced a series of online articles and blog posts discussing 
representations of poverty on television. From here we identified the top ten search results 
that listed American poverty-related shows. We then documented which and how often 
individual series were mentioned. Finally, we selected series that appeared more than once 
in our compiled list, resulting in the following nine shows: Shameless, Roseanne/The 
Conners, The Middle, 2 Broke Girls, Atlanta, One Day at a Time, The Simpsons, Mom, and On 
My Block.  

2. Expert input: We consulted with entertainment industry experts to hand-select five 
additional new series that debuted within the last year: Broke, Gentefied, South Side, Little 
Fires Everywhere, and Indebted. 
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3. Keyword search: In the process of reviewing the fourteen shows noted above, we identified 
an initial set of poverty-related keywords in character dialogue.  We then ran this list of 7

relevant poverty-related keywords through the Norman Lear Center Script Database, limiting 
our search results to series that had new episodes premiere during or after 2015. We 
selected six series that appeared frequently in these searches: The Chi, Pose, Bob’s Burgers, 
Orange is the New Black, Black-ish, and Superstore.  

To select episodes for inclusion, we scoured individual episode descriptions from the 
International Movie Database (IMDB) and Wikipedia. We then selected two episodes from each 
series with storylines that most directly address poverty. We analyzed two poverty-related 
storylines from each series. If a relevant storyline extended past the initially selected episode, we 
closely examined an additional episode that resolved the story, for a maximum of four episodes 
per series. Ultimately, we analyzed 57 TV episodes. 

  Over the course of the analysis, we identified the following search terms for identifying poverty-related content: Evicted, 7

Norma Rae, Laundromat, food stamps, payday loan, single mom, section eight, coupon, greyhound bus, laid off/layoffs, 
homeless, thrift store, pawn shop, child support, street life, fair wages, payday, emergency funds, unemployment check, 
work overtime, murphy bed, walkout, trailer park, sweat shop, workers’ rights, foreclosure, deductible, on strike, cup-o-
noodles, frozen dinner/meal, heavy metal, working class, gentrification, South Side, bootstrap, financial aid, Blind Side, 
land grab. See Box 3 for a discussion of the “Norma Rae” search term.
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Table 1. TV Show Sample  89

TV SERIES YEAR RANGE

SOURCE OF IDENTIFICATION NUMBER OF 

EPISODES 

EXAMINED

INTERNET 

SEARCH 

EXPERT 

INPUT

KEYWORD 

SEARCH

2 Broke Girls 2011-2017 X 2

Atlanta 2016-present X 4

Black-ish 2014-present 8 3

Bob's Burgers 2011-present 6 2

Broke 2020 X 2

The Chi 2018-present 9 4

Gentefied 2020-present X 2

Indebted 2020 X 2

Little Fires Everywhere 2020 X 4

The Middle 2009-2018 X 3

Mom 2013-present X 4

On My Block 2018-present X 2

One Day at a Time 2017-present X 2

Orange is the New Black 2013-2019 8 2

Pose 2018-present 5 4

Roseanne/The Conners 2018-present X 4

Shameless 2011-present X 4

The Simpsons 1989-present X 2

South Side 2019-present X 2

Superstore 2015-present 7 3

    Mentions were collected from the following online lists, articles, and blog posts. 8

   The numbers in this column indicate the number of unique poverty-related keywords that appeared in each keyword-9

identified series.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dDIl6HjSY78uNFzOtBBNxStNC7KSoKdb?usp=sharing
Dana Weinstein
8

Dana Weinstein
9
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Film Sample 

We curated our sample of films using a similar method, identifying twenty-four feature films that 
take place in the U.S. after 1950 and were released during or after 2015 (Table 2):  

1. Internet Search: We started with a search for “movies about poverty,” selecting results that 
linked to articles or blog posts about recent poverty-related movies, and identified eight 
films that fit our inclusion criteria: The Florida Project, Tangerine, The Glass Castle, 
Moonlight, Hell or High Water, I, Tonya, Detroit, and Widows. Instead of a database keyword 
search, we performed a separate Internet search for “movies about the working class,” and 
selected nine additional films from the resulting links: Sorry to Bother You, Logan Lucky, 
Motherless Brooklyn, Joy, Joker, Knives Out, Only the Brave, Deepwater Horizon, and 
Hustlers.   10

2. Expert input: We then supplemented this list with seven expert-identified films that directly 
address poverty-related themes and motifs: American Honey, Barbershop: The Next Cut, 
Beatriz at Dinner, Lady Bird, Little Woods, Nightcrawler, and The Big Short.  

  An individual TV series typically has much more dialogue than an individual film, making a database keyword search 10

more useful for TV and an Internet search more useful for films.
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Table 2. Film Sample  11

FILMS ABOUT POVERTY YEAR
INTERNET 

SEARCH
EXPERT INPUT

American Honey 2016 X

Barbershop: The Next Cut 2016 X

Beatriz at Dinner 2017 X

The Big Short 2015 X

Deepwater Horizon 2016 X

Detroit 2017 X

The Florida Project 2017 X

The Glass Castle 2017 X

Hell or High Water 2016 X

Hustlers 2019 X

I, Tonya 2017 X

Joker 2019 X

Joy 2015 X

Knives Out 2019 X

Lady Bird 2017 X

Little Woods 2018 X

Logan Lucky 2017 X

Moonlight 2016 X

Motherless Brooklyn 2019 X

Nightcrawler 2015 X

Only the Brave 2017 X

Sorry to Bother You 2018 X

Tangerine 2015 X

Widows 2018 X

 Mentions were collected from the following online lists, articles, and blog posts. 11

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1q_leZY-r8v2waYT-UTpOIYFUN--fc55N?usp=sharing
Dana Weinstein
11
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Coding Procedure 

 This thematic analysis of TV and film largely replicated the methodology of poverty scholar 
Stephen Pimpare (2017), who conducted a similar qualitative analysis of poverty-related films and 
TV episodes released prior to or during 2015. Our study employed a comparative procedure 
known as critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA is a qualitative method that involves coding 
content and then relating it to real-world social problems (Wodak & Meyer, 2015). Applying a 
critical analysis of dialogue, content, or discourse means exploring the ways in which an 
individual story relates to a broader social context. It means asking what a particular story reveals 
or hides about the society in which it is produced. 

While Pimpare does not specifically refer to CDA, it is consistent with his method of analyzing 
poverty-related films. First, he compiles relevant challenges, decisions, and outcomes into a 
meaningful story. He then draws out the message of the content as it relates to poverty, and 
articulates what that message tells us about real-world poverty.

To conduct our CDA, we used abductive reasoning. Abductive reasoning takes place when we 
“recontextualize and reinterpret something as something else, understanding it within the frame 
of a totally different context” (Danermark et al., 2002, p. 96). The logic of abductive reasoning 
assumes that the coder starts with a set of previously existing stories that can be used as an 
interpretive anchor for coding new stories. Accordingly, we used the six GOOD narratives as an 
interpretive anchor.

In closely examining each episode and film in our sample, we noted important challenges or 
conflicts, plot points, character decisions, outcomes, dialogue, lessons, messages, and morals 
that were most relevant to poverty. Consistent with this abductive approach, we then compared 
these poverty storylines to the GOOD narratives, with an emphasis on the challenges characters 
face, their strategies for addressing these challenges, and the outcomes associated with these 
strategies. Thus, if a story involves a homeless man working hard and becoming wealthy as a 
result, we coded this story as an instance of the meritocracy narrative. If a character works hard 
to overcome homelessness but fails to achieve economic mobility, we coded that story according 
to GOOD’s system narrative. 
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