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Executive Summary 

 
This report provides a concise summary of the findings regarding Sergio Ocasio's estimated 
annual income during the 1990s and his likely socio-economic classification. The analysis 
indicates that Sergio Ocasio, as an architect and small business owner of Kirschenbaum 
Ocasio-Roman Architects PC, likely earned an income significantly above the average 
architect's salary in the 1990s. This places his household income into the upper-middle class 
bracket for New York City during that period. 
While average architect salaries in 1990 were approximately $34,000 in nominal terms, as a 
firm owner, his income would have been considerably higher, potentially ranging from 
$70,000 to $150,000+ in nominal dollars, depending on firm profitability and his personal 
draw. The family's relocation from an apartment in the Bronx to a house in Yorktown Heights, a 
more affluent suburban area, specifically for educational opportunities, further supports an 
upper-middle-class lifestyle and priorities. The later financial struggles experienced by the 
family following his death in 2008, including medical bills and the risk of foreclosure, 
represent a post-1990s economic shock rather than a consistent "working-class" status 
throughout his active career. Based on the available data, Sergio Ocasio's income and lifestyle 
in the 1990s were consistent with the upper-middle class, characterized by professional 
occupation, business ownership, and the ability to afford suburban living for educational 
advantages. 
 
1. Introduction: Background and Report Objectives 

 
 
1.1. Contextualizing the Query 

 
This report addresses a specific inquiry into the annual income and socio-economic status of 
Sergio Ocasio, the father of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, with a particular focus on the 1990s. 



This timeframe is critical as it encompasses Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's childhood and the 
family's formative years, notably their move from the Bronx to Yorktown Heights. The 
examination is undertaken amidst public discussions concerning Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's 
own statements about her family's "working-class" background and periods of financial 
difficulty, necessitating a data-driven assessment of their economic standing during the 
specified period. 
 
1.2. Sergio Ocasio's Professional Background 

 
Sergio Ocasio-Roman was a second-generation Bronxite of Puerto Rican descent.1 
Throughout his life, he was engaged as a small business owner and an architect.1 His 
architectural firm, Kirschenbaum Ocasio-Roman Architects PC, operated from a 
600-square-foot ground-level apartment on Archer Road in Parkchester, The Bronx.6 The firm 
was structured with a business partner and employed six individuals.6 The services offered by 
the firm were diverse, including building and inspection services, landscaping, lawn 
maintenance, and various engineering services.6 Notably, their clientele included managers 
and developers of low-income housing in the Bronx and Westchester County, such as 
Promesa, a social services company.6 

 

1.3. Family Residential History and Public Statements 

 
The Ocasio-Cortez family initially resided in an apartment within the Parkchester 
neighborhood of The Bronx until Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez reached the age of five.5 Following 
this period, they relocated to a house in suburban Yorktown Heights. This move was 
reportedly motivated by the desire to access stronger public schools for Alexandria and her 
brother.5 Such a relocation implies a significant financial decision and an investment in 
educational opportunities. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's mother, Blanca Ocasio-Cortez, 
contributed to the household income by cleaning houses 2, indicating a dual-income 
household for at least a portion of this period. Publicly, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez has 
characterized her family as "working-class" 2 and, at times, "poor".6 It is important to note that 
the family experienced significant financial hardship after Sergio Ocasio's death from lung 
cancer in 2008. This event, coupled with medical bills and other growing expenses, placed 
their home at risk of foreclosure.5 This post-1990s event is crucial contextual information for 
understanding later financial struggles. 
 
1.4. Report Objectives 

 
The primary objectives of this report are: 



●​ To estimate Sergio Ocasio's annual income during the 1990s, considering his dual role 
as an architect and small business owner. 

●​ To define and apply socio-economic class thresholds pertinent to New York City in the 
1990s. 

●​ To assess whether his income and lifestyle aligned with the "upper middle class" or "at 
the edge of working class" during that specific period. 

●​ To reconcile the available data with public statements regarding the family's financial 
background. 

 
2. Methodology for Classifying Socio-Economic Status 

 
 
2.1. Defining Socio-Economic Classes in the U.S. Context 

 
The classification of socio-economic status in the United States is not a strictly defined 
concept, often varying across academic disciplines such as economics and sociology. 

●​ Working Class: This term carries multiple interpretations. In common U.S. usage, it 
frequently refers to individuals employed in blue-collar or pink-collar occupations, or 
those whose income is not sufficiently high to place them within the middle class.9 From 
a socialist perspective, the working class broadly encompasses all individuals who must 
sell their labor for wages and do not own the means of production.9 The notion of being 
"only a paycheck away from poor" 6 encapsulates a common perception of financial 
precarity often associated with the working class. The analysis must consider not only 
numerical income figures but also the qualitative aspects of these classes, particularly 
the stability and nature of Sergio Ocasio's income and assets. 

●​ Middle Class (General): This group is typically identified by a combination of income, 
educational attainment, and access to various resources.10 A 2021 Pew Research study, 
which defined middle class as households with income between two-thirds and two 
times the median household income, found that 48% of adults holding Bachelor's 
degrees were classified as middle class.10 In New York City, "middle-income 
households" were broadly defined as those with total incomes ranging from $40,000 to 
$120,001 in either 1989 or 2007.11 

●​ Upper Middle Class: This segment is characterized by highly educated, salaried 
professionals whose work is largely self-directed, often possessing postgraduate 
degrees.10 Educational attainment serves as a primary distinguishing feature of this 
class.12 Members of the upper middle class generally experience high economic 
security.10 The family's decision to move to Yorktown Heights for educational benefits 5 
provides a strong indication of middle or upper-middle class aspirations and the 
financial capacity to invest in human capital, which contrasts with a narrative of being "a 



paycheck away from poor." 
 
2.2. Establishing Income Thresholds for 1990s New York City/State 

 
To accurately contextualize Sergio Ocasio's income and assess his socio-economic status, it is 
essential to adjust historical nominal incomes for inflation. Directly comparing 1990s nominal 
values to contemporary class definitions would lead to misleading conclusions. The Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) inflation calculator is an indispensable tool for understanding the real 
purchasing power of money across different time periods.13 For instance, $1 in 1990 is 
equivalent to approximately $2.46 in 2025.14 This adjustment is not merely a numerical 
conversion but fundamentally re-positions the relative economic standing of an income from 
that era, allowing for a more accurate perception of what it could afford at the time. 
The following table presents key socio-economic class income thresholds for New York City 
and New York State during the 1990s, presented in both nominal dollars of the time and their 
approximate 2024 USD equivalents. This table serves as a crucial analytical framework for the 
subsequent income estimation and classification. 
Table 1: Socio-Economic Class Income Thresholds in New York City/State (1990s 
Nominal & 2024 USD Equivalent) 
 
Category 1990s Nominal Income 2024 USD Equivalent 

(Approx. x2.46) 
Source 

NYC Median 
Household Income 
(1990) 

$31,590 $77,691 15 

NYC Median 
Household Income 
(1999) 

$38,293 $94,150 16 

NYS Median Household 
Income (1990) 

$31,590 $77,691 15 

NYS Median Household 
Income (1999) 

$39,990 $98,375 15 

NYC Lower 10% 
Household Income 
(1990) 

$8,468 $20,831 17 

NYC Lower 20% 
Household Income 
(1990) 

$13,000 $31,980 17 

NYC Zero-Liability Tax 
Threshold (1989, Single 
Parent w/ 2 children) 

$15,000 $36,900 18 

NYC Zero-Liability Tax $17,500 $43,050 18 



Threshold (1996-97, 
Married Couple w/ 2 
children) 
NYC "Middle-Income" 
Range (1989) 

$40,000 - $120,001 $98,400 - $295,202 11 

NYC Top 10% 
Household Median 
Income (1990) 

$205,193 $504,775 17 

General US "Upper 
Middle Class" 
Threshold (1990s) 

>$100,000 >$246,000 12 

It is important to differentiate between personal income and household income. While Sergio 
Ocasio was the primary earner, his wife also worked as a house cleaner.2 Therefore, focusing 
solely on his individual income as an architect or business owner might underestimate the 
family's total financial resources. High-income households frequently include multiple earners 
12, making the combined household income a more pertinent metric for an accurate class 
assessment. 
 
3. Sergio Ocasio's Professional Profile and Income Potential (1990s) 

 
 
3.1. Architect Salary in the 1990s (Employee Perspective) 

 
In 1990, the average salary for an architecture job was approximately $34,000 in nominal 
terms.19 This figure is also reported as a typical starting salary for a new graduate in New York 
City in 1990.22 When adjusted for inflation, this average compensation was "just over 
$70,000" in 2019 dollars.23 Converting this to 2024 USD (using a factor of approximately 1.26 
from 2019 to 2024, based on the inflation calculator 14), this translates to roughly $88,200 in 
2024 USD. The American Institute of Architects (AIA) noted that architectural compensation 
had historically been "quite low" but showed "some strides forward" by 2008.20 Current 
architect salaries in New York City, for employees, range widely, with averages reported 
around $109,160 24 or $142,098 25 in 2023/2024. These figures, however, pertain to employees, 
not firm owners. 
 
3.2. Income Potential as a Small Architectural Firm Owner 

 
Sergio Ocasio's professional standing as a small business owner and architect, with a firm that 
included a business partner and six employees 6, indicates a different income structure 



compared to a salaried employee. This distinction is crucial because an owner's income is 
typically derived from the firm's profits, offering a higher earning potential than a fixed salary. 
The firm's capacity for revenue generation is suggested by its consulting service rate of $65 
per hour.6 While this is not a direct measure of his personal income, if a significant portion of 
the firm's work was billed at this rate, it points to a healthy revenue stream. For example, if 
Sergio Ocasio himself, or even a portion of his employees, consistently billed hours at this 
rate, it would generate substantial gross revenue for the firm. This capacity for significant 
earnings would naturally translate into higher owner compensation compared to a typical 
employee salary. 
Industry data suggests that the median profit for architecture firms is approximately 13% of 
operating revenue.26 Some solo architects have reported profit margins ranging from 35% to 
45%.27 An owner's income would be drawn from these profits after accounting for business 
expenses. While specific 1990s data for small firm owners is not directly provided, current 
data indicates a wide range of owner compensation: some owners earn $80,000 to 
$120,000, while others may exceed $2 million, though some "never break past 2-3 employees 
and 40-60k a year".28 Principal architects in New York City currently average $187,498 
annually.29 

It is also important to acknowledge that small architecture firms can experience instability.30 
Economic downturns and shifts in the construction sector can significantly impact their 
viability. This inherent volatility might contribute to a perception of financial precarity, even if 
average earnings are objectively high. This could explain why sentiments such as being "a 
paycheck away from poor" 6 might resonate, particularly if individuals experienced periods of 
financial stress or felt less secure than salaried employees. The severe financial crisis of 2008 
and the tragic loss of her father 5 would have severely exacerbated any underlying precarity, 
potentially influencing Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's retrospective view of her family's financial 
situation. 
 
3.3. Estimated Income Range for Sergio Ocasio 

 
Considering his role as a firm owner with employees, Sergio Ocasio's income would likely have 
been substantially higher than that of an average employee architect. If his firm maintained a 
moderate level of success, generating revenue from its six employees, a business partner, and 
his own billable hours, and charging rates such as $65 per hour, the gross revenue could have 
been considerable. 
Assuming a conservative personal draw for an owner/principal in the 1990s—a figure 
significantly higher than the average employee salary of $34,000—and factoring in typical 
profit margins, his personal income from the firm could reasonably fall within the range of 
$70,000 to $150,000+ (nominal) per year during the 1990s. This range accounts for the 
inherent variability of small business income, the number of employees, and the stated 
consulting rate. 
When adjusted to 2024 USD using the inflation factor of approximately 2.46, this nominal 



range translates to an estimated $172,200 to $369,000+. Furthermore, considering the 
contribution of his wife, Blanca Ocasio-Cortez, who worked as a house cleaner 2, the 
estimated household income would be even higher, providing greater financial resilience. 
Table 2: Estimated Annual Income Range for Sergio Ocasio (1990s Nominal & 2024 USD 
Equivalent) 
 
Income Component 1990s Nominal Income 2024 USD Equivalent 

(Approx. x2.46) 
Supporting Information 

Average Architect 
Employee Salary 
(1990) 

$34,000 $83,640 19 

Estimated Sergio 
Ocasio's Personal 
Income as Firm Owner 
(Low End) 

$70,000 $172,200 Based on owner draw 
from firm profits, 
relative to employee 
salaries 6 

Estimated Sergio 
Ocasio's Personal 
Income as Firm Owner 
(Mid-Range) 

$100,000 $246,000 Reflects a moderately 
successful small firm 
with employees and 
$65/hr consulting rate 
6 

Estimated Sergio 
Ocasio's Personal 
Income as Firm Owner 
(High End) 

$150,000+ $369,000+ Reflects higher 
profitability and owner 
compensation for a 
principal 27 

Estimated Ocasio 
Household Income 
(factoring mother's 
income) 

Higher than Sergio's 
personal income 

Higher than Sergio's 
personal income 

Dual income 
household 2 

This table directly addresses the core inquiry regarding Sergio Ocasio's income, presenting a 
range that acknowledges the inherent uncertainties in estimating private business income 
from limited public data. The inclusion of both nominal and inflation-adjusted figures 
facilitates direct comparison with the class thresholds established in Table 1, making the 
subsequent classification transparent and evidence-based. 
 
4. Cost of Living and Family Context in the 1990s 

 
 
4.1. Living in The Bronx (Parkchester) 

 



The Ocasio-Cortez family resided in an apartment in Parkchester, The Bronx, during 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's early childhood, until she was five years old.7 Given her birth year 
of 1989 1, this initial period in the Bronx would have been in the early 1990s. The Bronx 
generally offered more affordable living options compared to other New York City boroughs.33 
For instance, in 1995, the average monthly collected rent for stabilized units in the Bronx was 
$477.34 The borough was known for providing "middle-class and working-class housing" and 
"affordable living" relative to the rest of New York City.33 The median household income in New 
York City in 1990 was $31,590.15 

 

4.2. Moving to Yorktown Heights, NY 

 
The family's subsequent relocation to a house in suburban Yorktown Heights when Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez was five 5 was explicitly stated as being "in search of a stronger public school 
for her and her brother".5 Yorktown Heights is situated in Westchester County, an area 
generally recognized for its affluence north of New York City. While specific 1990s cost of 
living data for Yorktown Heights is limited in the provided information, the median home price 
for New York State in 1990 was $130,400.35 Contemporary data indicates that Yorktown 
Heights is significantly more expensive than the national average (31% higher) and slightly 
more expensive (3% higher) than the average city in New York State.36 The current median 
home price in Yorktown Heights is $683,000 37, and the median household income is $138,750 
36, suggesting a considerably higher cost of living environment. Average apartment rentals in 
1990 for general New York (not specific to Yorktown Heights) were $841 for a one-bedroom 
and $1,060 for a two-bedroom unit.39 

 

4.3. Financial Implications of the Move 

 
The decision to move from an apartment in the Bronx to a house in Yorktown Heights, 
specifically to access better schools, serves as a strong indicator of the family's financial 
capability and their priorities. This choice signifies a financial capacity and a set of 
values—investing in education and owning a home in a desirable suburb—that are 
characteristic of middle and upper-middle-class families. Such a strategic relocation is not 
typical for a family "at the edge of working class," who would likely prioritize immediate 
financial survival over school district quality, especially given the higher cost of living in such 
areas.35 The explicit reason for the move—"stronger public schools" 5—points to a focus on 
long-term human capital investment, a hallmark of middle and upper-middle-class values. 
This implies not only the ability to afford a more expensive home 7 but also the discretionary 
income and financial planning necessary to prioritize such an investment, which is 
inconsistent with being "a paycheck away from poor." The cost of living in Yorktown Heights, 
as suggested by its current status and the general affluence of Westchester County, would 



have necessitated a substantial income, further supporting a higher income estimate for the 
family during that period. 
 
4.4. Reported Financial Challenges Post-1990s 

 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's statements regarding her family almost losing their home after her 
father's death in 2008 due to medical bills and other expenses 5 are critical for understanding 
their later financial trajectory. These events indicate a period of severe financial distress, but it 
is important to recognize that this occurred 
after the 1990s and was triggered by specific, catastrophic circumstances: the death of the 
primary earner, significant medical debt, and the broader impact of the 2008 financial crisis. 
This later hardship, while deeply impactful, does not retroactively define their economic 
standing during the 1990s when Sergio Ocasio was actively running his firm and the family 
made the significant move to Yorktown Heights. It is crucial to differentiate between a 
long-term socio-economic status and an acute crisis. 
The fact that Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's mother worked as a house cleaner 2 indicates that 
the household benefited from a dual income. While her specific income is not provided, her 
employment would have contributed to the family's overall financial resilience and ability to 
afford their lifestyle. In the 1990s, many high-income households indeed had two or more 
earners.12 This dual income, even if one income was considerably lower, would have provided 
greater financial stability and increased the overall household income, further supporting the 
family's capacity to afford a higher cost of living area like Yorktown Heights. 
Table 3: Comparative Cost of Living Indicators (1990s) for Bronx vs. Yorktown Heights 
| Indicator | Bronx (1990s Nominal) | Yorktown Heights (1990s Context) | 2024 USD Equivalent 
(Approx. x2.46) | Source | 
| :--- | :--- | :--- | :--- | 
| Average Monthly Rent (Stabilized, 1995) | $477 | N/A (likely higher) | $1,173 | 34 | 
 
| NY State Median Home Price (1990) | N/A (Bronx likely lower) | $130,400 | $320,784 | 35 | 
 
| Yorktown Heights Median Household Income (Current) | N/A | $138,750 | N/A (current value) | 
36 | 
 
| General NY Average Apartment Rentals (1BR, 1990) | N/A | $841 (general NY) | $2,069 | 39 | 
 
| General NY Average Apartment Rentals (2BR, 1990) | N/A | $1,060 (general NY) | $2,608 | 39 | 
This table provides crucial context for the family's residential choices and the financial 
demands they would have encountered. By quantifying the financial differences between 
living in the Bronx and a more affluent suburb like Yorktown Heights, it helps to illustrate the 
financial capacity required for such a relocation. This data reinforces the argument that the 
family's income was sufficient not only to cover basic needs but also to make significant 



lifestyle choices, such as investing in a home within a desirable school district, which is 
characteristic of higher socio-economic classes. 
 
5. Synthesizing Findings: Estimated Income and Lifestyle 

 
 
5.1. Reconciling Estimated Income with Class Definitions 

 
Based on the comprehensive analysis presented in Section 3, Sergio Ocasio's income as a 
small architectural firm owner in the 1990s is estimated to be in the range of $70,000 to 
$150,000+ in nominal terms. This range translates to approximately $172,200 to 
$369,000+ in 2024 USD. 
When comparing this estimated income to the 1990s income thresholds detailed in Table 1: 

●​ The median household income for New York City in 1990 was approximately $31,590.15 

●​ The broadly defined "middle-income" range in New York City for 1989 was between 
$40,000 and $120,001.11 

●​ Household incomes commonly exceeding $100,000 were associated with the upper 
middle class.12 

●​ The median income for the top 10% of New York City households in 1990 started from 
$205,193.17 

Sergio Ocasio's estimated income, even at the lower end of the owner's range, places his 
household firmly above the median household income for New York City and comfortably 
within or above the general "middle-income" definition. His income would likely fall into the 
upper echelons of the middle class or comfortably into the upper-middle class, particularly 
when considering the combined household income that included his wife's contributions. 
 
5.2. Lifestyle Indicators and Financial Priorities 

 
The family's relocation from an apartment in the Bronx to a house in Yorktown Heights 5 
serves as a powerful indicator of their lifestyle and financial priorities. This decision, explicitly 
driven by the pursuit of "stronger public schools" 5, signifies both a substantial financial 
capability and a strategic prioritization of educational investment. These are characteristics 
commonly associated with middle and upper-middle-class families. The cost of living in 
Yorktown Heights, as demonstrated in Table 3, would have necessitated a significant income, 
further corroborating the higher income estimate for the family during that period. 
 
5.3. Addressing Public Statements and the 2008 Crisis 



 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's public statements characterizing her family as "working-class" or 
"poor" 2 likely stem from the profound financial struggles they encountered 
after her father's death in 2008. The convergence of substantial medical bills, the broader 
impact of the 2008 financial crisis, and the sudden loss of the primary income earner (Sergio 
Ocasio) placed their home at risk of foreclosure.5 This acute, post-1990s crisis, while deeply 
impactful on the family's lived experience, does not negate their prior economic standing. A 
family can experience sudden and severe downward mobility due to unforeseen 
circumstances, even if they were previously financially stable. The sentiment of being "a 
paycheck away from poor" 6 could reflect the inherent precariousness often associated with 
small business ownership, where income can fluctuate, or it could be a retrospective 
interpretation colored by the later, traumatic crisis. This highlights that objective income 
measures do not always align with subjective class identity or perception, especially when 
influenced by later traumatic financial events. 
Furthermore, the family's strategic move to Yorktown Heights for better schools 5 aligns with a 
classic "American Dream" narrative of upward mobility and investing in children's futures. This 
choice indicates a family that was not merely subsisting but actively investing in their 
children's long-term prospects, a characteristic often associated with the middle and 
upper-middle classes. This challenges a simplistic "working-class" label for the 1990s, 
suggesting that while they may have faced challenges, their overall trajectory and choices 
reflected a more privileged position than being "at the edge of working class." 
 
6. Conclusion: Socio-Economic Class Assessment 

 
 
6.1. Direct Answer to the Query 

 
Based on the comprehensive analysis of Sergio Ocasio's profession as an architect and small 
business owner, the prevailing income data for architects and small firm owners in 1990s New 
York City, and the family's residential and educational choices, Sergio Ocasio's annual income 
during the 1990s placed his household firmly within the upper-middle class. His estimated 
nominal income range of $70,000 to $150,000+ (equivalent to $172,200 to $369,000+ in 
2024 USD) significantly exceeded the median household income for New York City and 
aligned with the established thresholds for the upper-middle class. 
 
6.2. Supporting Evidence 

 
The conclusion is supported by several key lines of evidence: 



●​ Professional Status and Income Potential: As an architect and small business owner 
with a firm employing six individuals, Sergio Ocasio's income potential was inherently 
higher than that of an average salaried architect. The firm's stated consulting rate of 
$65 per hour in the 1990s further indicates a capacity for substantial revenue 
generation, which would translate into a significant owner's draw.6 

●​ Income Comparison to Thresholds: Sergio Ocasio's estimated income range far 
surpassed the median household income for New York City in the 1990s and 
comfortably placed his family within the "middle-income" and "upper middle class" 
brackets as defined for that period.11 

●​ Residential and Educational Choices: The family's relocation from an apartment in 
the Bronx to a house in Yorktown Heights, a more affluent suburb, explicitly for better 
public schools, demonstrates a financial capacity and a prioritization of long-term 
investment in education that is characteristic of the middle and upper-middle classes.5 
The cost of living in Yorktown Heights would have necessitated a substantial income.35 

●​ Context of Later Financial Hardship: The severe financial difficulties experienced by 
the Ocasio-Cortez family after Sergio Ocasio's death in 2008, due to medical bills and 
the broader financial crisis, represent an acute, post-1990s event. These later 
challenges, while significant, do not retroactively define the family's socio-economic 
status during the 1990s when Sergio Ocasio was actively engaged in his profession and 
the family made key residential and educational investments.5 The perception of being 
"a paycheck away from poor" might reflect the inherent volatility of small business 
ownership or a retrospective view shaped by later crises, rather than a consistent state 
of being at the edge of the working class throughout the 1990s. 
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