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Even as Americans acknowledge that the countrygging itself out of recession, the economic

downturn has had a severe impact on this natiosighe—indeed it would appear that this

recession’s influence on public psychology has bgeater than that of any economic event since
the Depression. The public is more pessimistic atfwifuture now than it has been for decades. In
this climate, public demand for government actionhelp people through these tough times is
strong, but is balanced against a clear sens@gtivarnment policies are often either geared toward
the wrong people or are ineffective. Citizens expwaach of their government; Americans want

politicians to promote job creation and quality eation while reducing spending and the debt.

Americans Feel A Bit Better About The Nation’s Ecoomy But Worse About Their Own
Fortunes

Though still deeply troubled about the economy, Aoans see the national economy in less dire
straits than they did at the nadir of the recessinrFebruary 2009, 73% of Americans rated the
national economy as “poor”; that figure has dropped5% today, though all told, 90% offer a

negative assessment of the nation’s economic gituathe number giving the economy a positive
grade barely edged up from 6% in 2009 to 9% today.

Though feeling somewhat less bleak about the natieoonomy, Americans have become more
negative about their own finances. Today, 32% efgtblic report their own financial situations in
positive terms (“excellent” or “good”), 9 pointsibes Gallup’s 41% in 2010 and down from 55% in
2007. More than two-thirds (68%) offer negativelaations of their own financial situation—up 9
points over the past year. African Americans aggeeslly unenthusiastic about their situations,
with 81% providing a negative assessment. Anchdtiegother end of the spectrum are Americans
with post-graduate degrees, 52% of whom judge #mnomic circumstances to be positive.

Overall though, the public’'s perceptions of theicemstances are worse than in previous decades;
only 54% of the public would say they are doingrit#it” or “fairly well” (vs. “feeling quite
pinched” and “not able to make ends meet”)—a figilvat was above 60% in the 1990s and the
1970s.
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Undoubtedly, these negative assessments resultlssnof income. A plurality (43%) says they
made less in 2010 than before

Americans’ Assessments Of Their Personal the recession in 2007,

Financial Situation Have Grown Bleaker compared to only 18% who
say they have more income

How would you rate your financial situation today?* today_ A full 81% of all
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Pessimism About The Future Has Risen, Though A Majity Remain Personally Optimistic

The recession has deeply affected Americans’ vieth® future. Whereas in 2009, a plurality of
parents (46%) thought that it would be harder fagirt children to climb the income ladder, this
percentage has leapt to 59% today. And the praposiho believe their kids’ standard of living

will be better in adulthood than their own curretdndard of living plummeted from 62% to less
than a majority (47%) in just two years. The numbkeworkers believing they don’'t now have—

and won't in the future have—enough money to lehe ‘kind of life you want” (28%) is at an all-

time high since the question was first asked in2L%reviously, this figure had not risen above
23%.

This increased pessimism is even more acute anmsg twho lack financial resources. In January
1992—during the tail end of the early 1990s re@asstabout two-fifths (39%) of workers felt they
had enough money to lead the kind of life they weniThe figure is the same today. The real
difference between then and now can be found invibe of the future advanced by struggling
Americans. In 1992, a majority of those who did hate enough money to lead the kind of life
they wanted (56%) were optimistic that in the fatuhey would earn enough (and only 36%
thought otherwise). This year, the numbers aret gplenly: 47%) are pessimistic about their
financial futures, and 46% are hopeful.
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For most Americans, personal past performancedisative of future familial success. A majority
(56%) of the public believe that they are “bettéfrfmancially” than their parents were “at [their]
age.” About two-fifths (39%) say the opposite. Tdnegoups evaluate the current state of the
national economy somewhat similarly (10% positive the former group vs. 8% for the latter).
However, these groups diverge dramatically in tpeadictions about the economic future of their
own children. Half (50%) of those who have seernrtben circumstances improve believe their
children will do better than they have done, whiely 22% foresee backsliding (with 23%
predicting approximately a stable standard of fyirBy contrast, parents who have not experienced
mobility in their own lives are split over whethttreir kids will do better (41%) or worse (39%)
than they have. In short, the absence of mobilitgne’s own life increases pessimistic assessments
of the future mobility of one’s own children.

While pessimism has increased dramatically overptst two years, Americans have hardly given
up in the face of adversity. Majorities believetthi@y are in control of their economic situation
(68%), that they have or will achieve the Ameri¢aream (68%), will be better off 10 years from
now (54%), that they earn enough or will earn emotaglive the kind of life they want (61%), and
that their own kids will be at least as well off they are (68%). Rarely when queried about their
personal or familial economic future do a majoafyAmericans respond negatively. However, 59%
believe their own kids will have a harder time tlihay did moving up the income ladder while,
only 33% expect an easier climb for their children.

A Shrinking Majority Believe They Will Reach American Dream

While the American Dream remains a realizable godhe minds of most Americans, here too the
dent in the national psyche made by the recessi@vident. Relatively few believe the American
Dream is “very much” alive (17%), half as many addhthat view in 2003. However, a large
majority (70%) express a lesser level of certagatying it is at least “somewhat” alive.

As a nation, we see that goal as more remote. 09,204% said they had already achieved the
American Dream, a number that shrunk by 13 poiot81% in the latest reading. Another 37%
expect they will attain this goal at some pointhia future.

Most Americans who have not yet achieved the ArmaeriDream still believe they will attain it
(58%), as opposed to 42% who do not. The Americaeal remains particularly relevant for
Hispanics, 69% of whom believe they will achievattigoal, as do 64% of African Americans.
Regression analysis, which controls for charadiesissuch as education that might be unequally
distributed across race, demonstrates that Afrisarericans are actually more optimistic about
their ability to reach the American Dream than Hisigs (both of whom are more hopeful than
whites).One method of understanding the effect of race mtimism is to use age as a yardstick,
since young people are generally more hopeful @ tbutlook. For instance, on the question of
attaining the American Dream, being an African Aiceen has the same effect on optimism as
subtracting 5 years from the average person’s Bg@g Hispanic has less of an impact; it's worth
1.5 years of youthful optimism.
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African Americans And Hispanics Are More Optimistic About Their Future Circumstances

As in 2009 and in a recent Washington Post surm@gorities are more optimistic about their
future economic success than whites. While only 48%4Caucasians believe their economic
circumstances will be better in ten years, substhmbajorities of African Americans (68%),
Hispanics (66%), and Asian Americans (64%) foresggoved personal finances down the road.

A regression analysis finds, all others charadieseing equal, that being African American does
have a meaningful independent effect on economiienigm, equivalent to knocking 20 years off
one’s age in terms of hopefulness.

All of these groups were more optimistic two yeago, though optimism among Hispanics has
declined more slowly (dropping 11 points from 718%66%, vs. an 18-point drop for the public as a
whole, from 72% to 54%). Also, African Americand 8) and Hispanics (70%) are no more likely
than the general public (70%) to feel that the Aicaar Dream is at least “somewhat alive” for the
country as a whole.

Americans Focus More On Financial Stability Than OnGetting Ahead

The focus groups and survey demonstrate that Aargidraw a clear distinction between climbing
economic rungs and finding stability at their catrievels. Both the focus groups and the poll data
lead to the same conclusion—Americans care moratdbwancial security than upward mobility.
When focus group participants discuss the finarnasglect of the American Dream, few of them
primarily desire to be “wealthy” or “rich.” Rathethe words “security” and “stability” arise more
frequently. As one African American male in the dscgroups said bluntly, “A lot of us at this
table, and...| don’t want to pass judgment on anydn#, we're a paycheck away from being
homeless.”

In the survey, a huge majority (85%) of the pubbports that “financial stability” is personally
more important to them than “moving up the incoraéder” (13%). Even among those with the
most potential for becoming wealthy in the futurestgg Americans with a post-graduate
degree—the same proportion (85%) focus on stalvdityer than getting ahead.

Whether this is an enduring attitude or one higtdnditioned by the difficult years of the Great
Recession is unclear. But for now the priority msstability rather than mobility.
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The Public Believes Individual Attitudes Are More Important Than Circumstances In
Determining Financial Success

Despite all the evidence suggesting Americans Isemgelves as current victims of an economic
situation beyond their control, they nonetheless isgrinsic characteristics (e.g., “drive,” “hard
work”) as more important than extrinsic circumses¢e.g., state of economy, race) in determining
a person’s financial situation, and still believey retain control over their financial futures. A
majority (58%) say an individual's personal drivedavork ethic is more important than their race,
gender, parents and quality of education in “gagftiahead economically.” Even when the “state of
the economy” is specifically referenced along witlhmpetition for jobs,” only 41% consider it
more important than drive and work ethic, whicsegn as the dominant factor by 55%.

Adding weight to the findin m—

that g Amgri cans  bell evg Internal Characteristics Are Seen As The Most
S . ; Important Factors In Whether A Person Gets
intrinsic pe_rsongllty traits ar Ahead Economically

central to financial success a Ranked by % one of themost important factors  ean
guestions that ask Americarn 431
to make judgments about thf Hard work

likely futures of hypothetical

young people. 'Hypotheti.cal A person’s drive and perzg:_nal 429
youngsters described as eith ambition

having “drive and ambition”

or being ‘“talented and Access to quality K-12 education 4.21
creative” are seen as moi

likely to succeed than kid4 The attitudes and values a 415
from “two-parent households| ~ Person’s parents taught them

and “wealthy neighborhoods _ ,

by an average margin of 75~ The aualty ofa persoris e an
to 17%. These questions a | ' ' ' ' '
ba|anced SO that young peopl Italics=split sample 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

described with advantages on intrinsic qualitiegehextrinsic disadvantages (and vice-versa).

A third piece of evidence converges on the samelasion. Presented with a range of possible
reasons that people get ahead, Americans identifiynsic qualities, followed by education and the
economy, as most important. Nearly everyone (91&@sr“hard work” as either “one of the most
important” factors or a “very important” factor ohetermining whether people get ahead or fall
behind economically; and almost a majority (43% i “one of the most important.” “Drive and
personal ambition,” another intrinsic quality, cane a close second, with 41% scoring it as “one
of the most important” Educational factors follol@ccess to quality K-12 education,” the “quality
of a person’s education” and getting at least spost-secondary education are all rated as “one of
the most important” factors by about a third of theblic (34%, 31%, 30%, respectively).
Americans view the “attitudes and values a perspaignts taught them” (a probable precursor to a
strong worth ethic) as similarly important (33%heTlonly other factor that approaches this level of
importance is “the economy” (29%), though it isaatlecidedly lower level than hard work, drive
and ambition.
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Here too, the attitudes of people who are at laastell off as their parents diverge from those who
feel behind their predecessors, with the former monore likely to place emphasis on intrinsic
qualities. When choosing between work ethic andstage of the economy as the more important
factor in getting ahead economically, those whoehawoved past their parents on the ladder choose
work ethic by a large margin (61% to 35%). But, pleowvho are not doing as well tend to believe
the economy plays a larger role (46% work ethi®&@o economy). That is, people who perceive
themselves as getting ahead attribute their su¢oeb®ir own attitudes, while those who have not
are more likely to perceive the role of systemittdas.

Situational Factors May Limit The Success Of FutureGenerations

Americans place less emphasis on intrinsic factenen thinking about the fate of the next
generation as a whole. In fact, the public is vdijided on the question of what will prevent
today’s kids from moving up the income ladder wkiggy reach adulthood. A small plurality (22%)
point to the fact that “too many American jobs haveved overseas.” Other responses with similar
levels of popularity are lack of a “good educatigh8%), “the recession” (17%), lack of a “proper
work ethic or values” (17%), and that the “govermtngebt will be too large” (15%).

Americans find more of a consensus on why todaliklienwill be able to move up the income
ladder. By far the most popular response is thathHhology will make life easier” (40%). The
(distantly) second-most cited reason is also reldtetechnology: kids learn how to “use new
products” faster (17%).

Technology is likely the reason for the apparemttiamiction in the 2009 survey, in which
Americans on one hand thought that the Americara@revould be harder for the next generation
to achieve, while at the same time largely belietteat future generations would have a higher
standard of living. Focus group discussions in@idhagat technology is perceived as a double-edge
sword. Technological advancements increase quaflitife, but also raise the bar for “making it.”
As one older, non-college educated woman put it} tiese things that are a requirement now
didn’t even exist when my dad was first making mifg, and mostly didn’t exist when my kids
were little. All these things, you can add two bree hundred bucks a month to your budget just
getting those things that people now consider rsies.”

Americans Believe They Are In Control Of Their OwnFinancial Futures, But Others Are Not

Despite the hardship of the recession, a stron@nitya 68%) believes they are in control of their
“personal economic situation.” Consistent with 2@09 survey findings and with a widespread
phenomenon in public opinion we have labeled “I''K,®ut you're not,” a substantially lower
percentage of respondents (37%) believe thilier people have control of their financial
circumstances. Given the perception that intritrgits are so crucial to success, perhaps Americans
do not think so highly of the drive, motivation,datalent of their fellow citizens. Certainly our
focus group participants did not think much of therk ethic of the newest generation, often
describing today’s youth as feeling “entitled” ratlthan being go-getters.

Parents, on the other hand, are likely to think their own children will succeed. A strong plutali
believes that their kids’ standard of living wilé better than their own (47% better to 28% worse,
with 21% “about the same”). Again others are mayeldful—the percentages are flipped for non-
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parents asked generally about “kids today” (26%ebéd 45% worse, with 23% “about the same”).

Parents are both more optimistic in general andemaptimistic about their own children
specifically; the survey includes an interestingd@mized experiment that demonstrates these
patterns. If a father has at least one son or &endtas at least one daughter, we ask the parent
about the child of their own gender. However, gaent does not have a child of their gender, we
ask the parent about “children today” generallyreR&s report that their own sons’ and daughters’
“opportunities to succeed” willy
be better than thd Americans Are More Optimistic About Their Own
opportunities that the parenf Children’s Opportunities Than Children Overall

themselves have experience d Wi!lc[iyour son’s opportunities/your daughter's opportunities/the opportunities of
by the wide margin of 67% td children today] to succeed be better than or notas good as those you've had?

25%. Parents without childref Sarent Acked Lo Sarents Asked About

Of the matchlng gender are | Own Son/Daughter | | Children In General

less optimistic—though still] “°*] 100%) 100%)

hopeful—about children today 67%

generally, with 57% believing **” o o
- . 0,

the next generation will havg >7% 54%

- 60%7] 60%| 60%|
better opportunities and 359 " " " a00
thinking the opposite. Non{ | 5%  a0%] 3%
parents, in stark contrast, afe
pessimistic, with only 39%| ... 20%] 20%]
looking forward to increased

0%

opportunity for today’s kids,| o
and a majority (54%) thinking
otherwise.

| No Children Under 18 |

0%
Better Not As Good Better Not As Good Better Not As Good

Regression analysis indicates that parenthoods@saldriver of optimism, adding the same amount
of hopefulness about the next generation as béxngears younger (again, younger Americans are
more optimistic about the future). Looked at diéietly, parenthood adds about the same level of
optimism concerning future circumstances as rewmakes away.

African Americans and Hispanics, along with paremtie also more optimistic about the next
generation. Nearly half of African American (47%)da45% of Hispanic parents believe it will be
“easier” for their children to “move up the incoraelder.” Only 28% of whites feel the same way.
We ask Americans with no children a similar questiddout “young people” in general. Here too,
minorities are more likely to be optimistic, witld% of African Americans and 19% of Hispanics
foreseeing a positive future, contrasted with dri8%o of whites.



The Mellman Group, Inc. and Public Opinion Strateges 8

Americans Want A Strong Role For An Effective Govenment In Promoting Economic
Mobility For The “Right People”

The public, including partisans of all stripes, wgavernment to play a role in increasing economic
mobility. Presented with four options for governmamvolvement—focusing more on providing
opportunities for economic advancement, focusingenom preventing people from falling behind,
playing both these roles equally, or doing neithan-everwhelming 83% want the government to
be involved. This feeling cuts across party lineish 91% of Democrats, 85% of independents, and
73% of Republicans choosing one of the first thop&ons. Just 13% overall want government
uninvolved in the effort to help the poor and maldlass.

Republicans are about evenly divided between (aiting the government to play the necessarily
more active role of preventing people from fallipghind economically or focusing on “both” that
role and providing opportunity for upward mobilggually (44%), and (b) preferring the less active
“making sure the poor and middle class have thexppity to improve their financial situation” or
no involvement (52%). A similar division occurs amgoself-described “conservatives” (45% for
falling behind or both vs. 51% for opportunitiesraither). Further, only 24% of Republicans and
21% of conservatives prefer no significant roletfoe government in these issues.

Even though most Americans are focused more omdiaastability than getting ahead, more want
the government to provide opportunities for imprayifinancial situations (33%) rather than to
prevent the poor and middle class from falling doav@onomically (16%). This desire contrasts to
the earlier finding that a huge majority (85%) bk tpublic report that “financial stability” is
personally more important to them than “moving lu@ income ladder” (13%).

This possible inconsistency between the desir¢ayp afloat and maintain financial stability on the
one hand, and wanting government to create opptésiio move up the ladder, on the other, is
likely explained by
Americans’ aversion o A Majority Think The Government Should Do More

hand-outs. Often in the focu o Help Poor And Middle Class Americans
groups, participants evince
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working hard. As one perso is now thei firancial situations.
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Participants would prefer fo . Or More . S0 Rt
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provider of *“opportunity.” | . - oo e po o =
Hence, survey respondents
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are likely drawn to the language in the first af fbur options of “making sure the poor and middle-
classhave the opportunity to improve their financial situation.”

Even though citizens want their government’s héfigy believe this help is often insufficient,
ineffective, and misdirected.

A strong majority (58%) believes that the governm&mould be “doing more to help poor and
middle class Americans improve their financial aitans,” and this percentage grows to an
overwhelming 77% when the portion of the publicttizasatisfied with the government’s current
level of effort is included. Americans of all idegical stripes hold this belief: 84% of liberal2%8

of moderates, and 68% of conservatives prefer thergment’'s involvement be at least at the
current level. A near majority of conservatives¥é8vant to seenore involvement.

Policies Judged Inappropriate And Misdirected Inhikt Support For Government Action

Cutting against this desire for more governmenioacare the beliefs that government policies are
inappropriate and that its assistance is direcdhd wrong people.

A majority (54%) believes the government is “gefigrhelping the wrong people.” Less than a
third (30%) feel that government assistance goelsedright people.” This discontent stems in part
from the perception that the government helps tivdse need it least—i.e., the rich rather than the
middle class or the poor. A majority of citizengl¥p) think that their government helps the rich
economically “a great deal.” Much smaller perceetagf the public say the same about “the poor”
(16%), “the middle class” (7%), or “people like yo@6%). Among people who think the
government is helping the wrong people, these pe&siges are even starker: 61% think the
government helps the rich a great deal, versus fts%he poor, 6% for the middle class, and 3%
for “people like you.” Even many of those makingeo$100,000 acknowledge that the government
helps the rich “a great deal” (41%), a relativelghhpercentage (28%) say the same regarding the
poor.

Americans agree that the government does an irizepb of helping poor and middle class
Americans (79%), but there is disagreement overthdiegovernment is pursuing the wrong
policies (37%) or is pursuing the correct policieeffectively (43%). There is ideological

disagreement as well: a plurality of conservatisag government is pursuing the wrong policies
(44%), while liberals tend to think the governmestiould improve the efficacy of its current
policies (48%).
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Jobs, Government Spending, And Education
Are Seen As Key

Most effective steps the government could Most effective steps the government

take to help Americans improve their could take to make sure people don’t
economic situation fall behind economically
help to keep & : -
createpjobs in %S 51%  keep jobs in I 59%
America
help to keep and 499% 1
create good jobs ®  reduce gov't 48%
in the US spending
reduce gov't 48% .
spending reduce the %(;\;): I 45%
reduce the gov't 43%
debt improve quality
improve quality of elementary I 40%
of elementary 40% and HS ed
and HS ed make college )
maktfefc%lletﬁe 40%  more affordable I 39%
more affordable

1 T T 1
0% 25% 50% 75% 0% 25% 50% 75%

Americans focus on three priorities for governmesstton: creating good jobs, reducing government
spending/debt, and improving the quality of edwatiThe largest number cite variants of “help to
keep and create [good] jobs in the U.S.” (both &5®36) as “one of the most effective” policies to
help “Americans improve their economic situationiThe next most desired are reducing
government “spending” (48%) and “debt” (43%). Thetyoother policy that more than one-third of
Americans regard as “one of the most effective’piemoting education; both “improving the
guality of elementary and high school educationd dnaking college more affordable” receive this
top rating from 40% of the public.

Policies that Americans believe will “make sure pleadon’t fall behind economically” are viewed
under a similar light. Keeping jobs in America togphe list (59% one of the most effective),
followed by reducing the government’'s spending (#&d debt (45%), and then improving the
quality of K-12 education (40%) and reducing thetaaf college (39%).

Conclusion

Despite recently living through the largest ecormmpheaval in about 80 years, the American
public continues to view the intrinsic qualities lwérd work, drive, creativity, and talent as the
leading reasons that people get ahead economicalypwever, Americans sorely want the
government to set conditions in which hard workdisguccess. Current government policies are
perceived as focusing on the rich and other “wrpagple,” while programs that do apply to the
middle-class and poor are often viewed as ineffectAmericans would prefer the government
focus on promoting job creation and improving ediocawhile cutting spending and the debt.
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Methodology

This research reports on six focus groups andginidual interviews conducted between February
28 and March 3, 2011 in Seattle, Detroit, and Phoen

Seattle: February 28, 2011

Non-college whites, age 50 and over
College educated whites, ages 29

Detroit: March 2, 2011

African Americans
Non-college whites, 25-49

Phoenix: March 3, 2011

College educated whites, age 50 and over
Hispanics

Quantitative findings come from a national survé 000 adults, conducted between March 24
and March 29, 2011. Each interview lasted approteiy@5 minutes.

Results for age, gender, region and race were wekigbh known parameters based on the Census.
The survey included a base sample which employaddom digit dial sample frame. In addition,
because of the growing number of people who deowat or answer a land-line telephone, the

survey included a cell phone sample as well.

The 95 percent confidence interval is +/- 3.4 perd®r questions where opinion is equally
divided. This margin of error increases among solggs where the sample size is smaller.



