
THE AMERICAN DREAM DEAD OR ALIVE

Editor's note: This article kicks off our collaboration with Point Taken, a new program from WGBH that premieres
Tuesday, April 5 on PBS and.

They blame politicians, particularly President Obama, for pushing economic policies that harm the middle
class. Psychologists also find that minorities are more resilient and much less likely to report depression or
commit suicide than are whites in the face of negative shocks, perhaps due to a longer trajectory of dealing
with negative shocks and challenges. What explains the higher levels of optimism among minorities, who
have traditionally faced discrimination and associated challenges? Andrew Cherlin of Johns Hopkins
University finds that poor black and Hispanic people are much more likely than poor white people to report
that they live better than their parents did. While the American Dream of upward mobility and financial
security is alive and well for the richest Americans, lower- and middle-income Americans have never felt less
secure financially than they do now. These counties cluster along the Eastern Seaboard, in the upper Midwest,
and across the Mountain region, and pockets surround the major metro areas of the West Coast, Texas, and
parts of the industrial Midwest, too. Overall, the majority 51 percent of counties in the United States exert a
negative impact on the economic mobility of low-income children, and these 1, counties are home to 60
percent of Americans under the age of  In general, Latin Americans experience significantly less stress â€”
and also smile more â€” on a daily basis than Americans. In contrast, minorities, who have been struggling for
years and have more experience multi-tasking on the employment front and relying on family and community
support when needed â€” are more resilient and hopeful, precisely because they still see a chance for moving
up the ladder. This finding is consistent with the academic literature on the pernicious social and economic
effects of segregation in all its forms. Poor whites are more likely to say they live worse than their parents did;
they, in particular, seem to be living the erosion of the American dream. Poor children are more vulnerable.
Blue-collar white people â€” whose parents lived the American dream and who expected their children to do
so as well â€” are the ones who seem most devastated by its erosion and yet, on average, tend to vote against
government programmes. Closing discussion This analysis stitched together snapshots of current economic
well-being from the DCI with historical data on economic mobility from the EOP and found that the vital
signs of the American Dream vary significantly depending on where one looks. Are the foundational elements
of our collective dream and middle-class lifestyle â€” owning a home, having stable employment and retiring
debt-free and financially secure â€” now out of reach for most of us, especially the young? The most
despairing case may be that of Shannon County, SD, which provides a shockingâ€”but not rareâ€”bookend to
this tour of the American experience. Over 90 percent saw more business establishments close than open
during a nominal nationwide recovery. A distant prospect Counties that manage to foster mobility against the
countervailing winds of economic distress remain a rare exception. One reason may be stronger social welfare
systems â€” and stronger norms of collective social responsibility for those who fall behind â€” in Europe. A
photo essay examining the American Dream. The results are therefore best interpreted as whether, for
example, a county that is prospering today has a history or not of boosting economic mobility. Cities,
however, are more consistent: 50 percent of large urban counties those with more than , people provide an
income boost to poor kids, compared to only 43 percent of rural counties for which we have data. Map 3. The
category includes many urban and suburban population centers, and in total 71 million people reside in these
places where the American Dream seems to be alive and well. Likewise, workers are now more likely to be
under-employed and hold jobs that require less training or education than they have. Nine out of 10 distressed
counties exert a negative exposure effect on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, meaning low-income
children who grow up in them will likely earn less in adulthood than their peers from elsewhere. Counties that
are distressed but still advantageous for poor kids Source: EIG analysis of Distressed Communities Index and
Equality of Opportunity Project data Only two of these generally small counties are large enough to have
spatial inequality scores. Only 11 of these counties have more than , people the cities of Baltimore, MD, and
Norfolk, VA, are the lone urban counties , but altogether  And has the problem of the vanishing middle class
now reached a group that had seemed entrenched, suburban white Americans? Prosperous rural areas can
provide a significantly greater boost to children than even prosperous urban areas, suggesting that the
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quintessential engine of economic mobility may not be the urban melting pots of Horatio Alger-style myth,
but rather the small town communities of the Upper Midwest. Even Americans employed full-time are now
struggling to find affordable rental housing, in part because demand has surpassed the supply of such units,
causing rental prices to rise. Do you believe the American dream is dead? The death of the dream Americans
who have worked hard and played by the rules now fear that they will never be financially successful. Now
more than three-quarters of all Americans believe that downward mobility is more likely than upward
mobility. These counties are strewn all across the country, but they are overrepresented around the major
metropolitan hubs of the Midwest and South and scattered across the West. While recent consumer confidence
surveys indicate that Americans seem somewhat optimistic about the overall economy, most polls and studies
show that we are anxious about our own economic futures. These same places tend to be more racially diverse,
healthier as gauged by fewer respondents who smoke and more who exercise , and more likely to be urban and
economically vibrant. While there are now increased employment opportunities in services such as health,
white males are far less likely to take them up than are their minority counterparts. Yet by contrast, away from
the US, they have not had a similar increase in premature mortality. Comparing well-being across U. One
group in particular â€” whites aged 45 to 54 without a college degree â€” appears to have given up on the
American Dream. They struggle to translate high levels of overall well-being into economic opportunity for
their most disadvantaged residents. Figure 2. For some Americans, it may already be dead. Now, EIG offers
its latest contribution to the discussion.


