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Introduction

In the past decade, the phrase the squeezed middle has become a rallying cry for workers across North America
and Europe. It captures the growing frustration among ordinary people who find themselves caught between rising
living costs and stagnant wages, while the economic elite enjoy unprecedented gains. In both the United States

and the United Kingdom, ordinary workers face a mounting pressure on ordinary workers in America and
Britainthat threatens to erode the foundations of the middle class. This article explores the forces driving this
squeeze, the real world consequences for workers, and the policy options that could restore a fairer economic
balance.

1. Understanding the Squeezed Middle

1.1 What Does “Squeezed Middle” Mean?

The term refers to the segment of the workforce that traditionally earned between the lowest and highest income

brackets—often the backbone of the economy. These workers typically hold middle skill jobs that require some
post secondary education but not a full degree. Over time, their purchasing power has declined as wages lag
behind inflation, while the cost of housing, healthcare, and education climbs.

1.2 Why It Matters

When the middle class shrinks, consumer spending contracts, tax revenues fall, and social mobility stalls. The
squeeze also fuels political polarization, as workers feel increasingly alienated from the political system that seems
to favor the wealthy.

2. Economic Forces Driving the Squeeze in America

2.1 Wage Stagnation and Income Inequality

Since the 1970s, real wages for middle skill workers have barely increased. While the top 1% saw their incomes
double, the median worker's earnings have plateaued. This divergence has widened income inequality, pushing
many into the lower end of the spectrum.

2.2 The Rise of the Gig Economy

Companies like Uber, Lyft, and DoorDash offer flexible work, but often lack benefits, job security, and a predictable
income. This shift erodes traditional employment structures that once provided a stable income stream for millions.

2.3 Automation and Technological Displacement

Robotics and artificial intelligence are replacing routine tasks in manufacturing, retail, and even white collar jobs.
Workers who once held dependable positions now face redundancy or the need to retrain for increasingly
specialized roles.

2.4 Housing Affordability Crisis



In metropolitan areas, housing costs have surged faster than wages, leaving workers spending a disproportionate
share of income on rent or mortgages. This trend forces many to relocate to less expensive regions, often at the
cost of job opportunities.

2.5 Healthcare and Education Costs

High out of pocket medical expenses and the escalating cost of higher education further erode disposable income,
pushing workers into debt and limiting their ability to invest in future opportunities.

3. Economic Forces Driving the Squeeze in Britain

3.1 Post Brexit Economic Uncertainty

The UK'’s exit from the EU has created trade barriers, disrupted supply chains, and lowered investor confidence.
Middle skill workers find themselves in industries facing reduced demand and slower growth.

3.2 Wage Growth Lagging Behind Inflation

Similar to the U.S., UK workers have experienced sluggish wage growth. While the cost of living—especially energy
and housing—has risen sharply, nominal wages have not kept pace.

3.3The Rise of Zero Hour Contracts

Zero hour agreements, common in retail, hospitality, and gig sectors, provide flexibility for employers but leave
workers with unpredictable income and no employment rights.

3.4 Housing Market Pressures

London and other major cities have seen property prices soar, pushing workers to either move away or pay a larger
portion of their income for accommodation.

3.5 Public Service Cuts

Reductions in public sector spending have reduced job opportunities in healthcare, education, and social services—
sectors that traditionally employed a large segment of the middle class.

4. Impact on Ordinary Workers

4.1 Pay Disparities and Job Security

¢ Wages stagnate while living costs rise.

e Job security diminishes as firms outsource or automate.

* Workers face increased competition from overseas and domestic gig labor.
4.2 Work Life Balance Strain

Longer hours, shift work, and the expectation to be constantly available online erode personal time, affecting
mental health and family dynamics.

4.3 Financial Stress and Debt Accumulation

Students and workers alike find themselves burdened by student loans, credit card debt, and high-interest
mortgages.

4.4 Reduced Social Mobility

With limited upward mobility, many workers cannot pursue further education or career advancement, perpetuating
a cycle of low income.



5. Case Studies: Voices from the Field

5.1 The American Manufacturing Worker

John, a 38 year old machinist in Ohio, has seen his real wages decline by 15% over the past decade. Automation
and overseas competition have reduced his job security, forcing him to take on overtime and part time gigs.

5.2 The British Retail Manager

Emma, a 29 year old manager in Manchester, works a zero hour contract. She struggles to predict her monthly
income, making it hard to budget for rent and utilities. The rise in energy costs has further strained her finances.

6. Policy Responses in the United States

6.1 Raising the Minimum Wage

Increasing the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour could lift many workers above the poverty line. However,
opponents argue it may lead to job losses or increased automation.

6.2 Strengthening Labor Protections

Reinstating the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) and protecting union rights can help workers negotiate
better wages and benefits.

6.3 Expanding Affordable Housing Initiatives

Investing in public housing and offering subsidies for first time homebuyers can reduce the housing burden on
middle income families.

6.4 Enhancing Healthcare Affordability

Implementing a public option or expanding Medicaid could reduce out of pocket medical costs, freeing up income for
other expenses.

6.5 Investing in Retraining Programs

Government funded vocational training can help displaced workers acquire new skills aligned with emerging
industries.

7. Policy Responses in the United Kingdom

7.1 Living Wage Legislation
Expanding the national living wage to reflect regional cost differences ensures workers earn enough to cover basic
expenses.

7.2 Reforming Zero Hour Contracts

Legislation requiring guaranteed minimum hours or offering more robust employment rights can stabilize income for
gig workers.

7.3 Housing Strategy Reform

Increasing the supply of affordable homes and providing rent control measures in high cost cities can alleviate the
housing squeeze.

7.4 Public Service Investment

Reinstating cuts to public sector jobs and increasing funding for healthcare and education can create secure



employment opportunities.

7.5 Education and Apprenticeship Expansion

Strengthening apprenticeship programs and subsidizing higher education can improve long term earnings
prospects for middle skill workers.

8.The Role of Technology and Globalization

8.1 Balancing Innovation with Equity

While technology drives productivity, policies must ensure that the benefits are shared, such as through tax
incentives for companies that provide training and wage growth.

8.2 Global Supply Chain Resilience

Diversifying supply chains can reduce reliance on low cost overseas labor, preserving domestic employment.

8.3 Digital Platforms and Worker Rights

Regulating gig platforms to provide benefits, fair pay, and dispute resolution mechanisms protects workers from
exploitation.

9. What Can Workers Do?

9.1 Upskilling and Lifelong Learning

Engage in continuous education, online courses, and certifications to remain competitive in evolving job markets.

9.2 Union and Collective Bargaining Participation

Join or support unions to negotiate better wages, benefits, and working conditions.

9.3 Financial Literacy and Planning

Develop budgeting skills, emergency funds, and debt management strategies to reduce financial vulnerability.

9.4 Advocacy and Civic Engagement

Vote for candidates who prioritize middle class interests and participate in public consultations on labor policy.

Conclusion

The pressure on ordinary workers in America and Britainreflects deep structural changes in the global
economy. While automation, globalization, and policy choices have accelerated the squeeze, there remain
actionable pathways to restore balance. By combining thoughtful policy reforms—such as raising wages, protecting
employment rights, and investing in affordable housing—with proactive strategies from workers themselves, it is
possible to rebuild the middle class and ensure a more inclusive future for all.
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