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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines whether place matters for Americans’ pessimism about 

the American Dream and if so, how place matters. First, I establish that place 

(conceptualized in terms of region and size of place) influences individual-level 

pessimism about the American Dream. Pessimism about the American Dream is 

measured with a General Social Survey (GSS) question on chances of improving one’s 

standard of living. I then use GSS data to analyze whether individual-level characteristics 

(race, sex, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, marital status, and 

homeownership) help explain the influence of place on pessimism about the American 

Dream when respondents are nested in their county of residence; in other words, whether 

place matters because different places have different compositions of people. Next, I use 

GSS data merged with IPUMS USA (IPUMS) data to analyze whether county-level 

characteristics (race, sex, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, marital 

status, and homeownership) help explain the influence of place on pessimism about the 

American Dream when respondents are nested in their county of residence; in other 

words, whether place matters because different places have different contexts. Finally, 

using the merged data, I analyze the interactions of the individual-level and county-level 

characteristics when respondents are nested in their county of residence; in other words, 

whether place matters differently for different people.  

While I am not able to quantify how much composition and/or context explain the 

influence of place on pessimism about the American Dream, I find that that different 

compositions of people in different places contributes to the influence of living in the 
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Midwest compared to the Northeast. I also find that different age contexts in different 

places contribute to the influence of living in the Midwest compared to the Northeast, the 

influence of living in the West compared to the Northeast, and the influence of size of 

place (living in a suburban, exurban, micropolitan, and/or rural area compared to an 

urban area). County-level age is the only statistically significant county-level 

characteristic. My findings suggest that living in a county with a higher mean age is 

associated with increased odds of pessimism about the American Dream compared to 

living in a county with a lower mean age. I do not find any statistically significant 

interactions between the individual-level variables and the county-level variables. 

Throughout my dissertation, the influence of living in the South compared to the 

Northeast consistently remains statistically significant. I find that living in the South is 

associated with decreased odds of pessimism about the American Dream compared to 

living in the Northeast and that composition and context do not explain the influence of 

living in the South on pessimism about the America Dream. My findings suggest that the 

influence of living in the South on pessimism about the American Dream may be due to 

collective explanations, such as shared norms and values in the region.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Since its popularization by historian James Truslow Adams in 1931, the concept 

of the American Dream has become “as American as Mom, apple pie, and Chevrolet, the 

purest, boldest expression of who we are as a people” (Samuel 2012:4). In The Epic of 

America, James Truslow Adams (1931) describes “the dream of a land in which life 

should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each according 

to his ability or achievement” (404). This dissertation explores the “land” that Adams 

identifies and analyzes whether and how place matters in Americans’ pessimism about 

the American Dream. 

Although the American Dream is “thoroughly woven into the fabric of everyday 

life” (Samuel 2012:2), there is apprehension and debate about its feasibility in 

contemporary United States. This concern is reflected in public opinion polls summarized 

in the news with catchy and contradictory titles such as “The American Dream is Dying: 

Poll” (Short 2014) and the “American Dream is not Dead” (Dickler 2016). Within 

academic research, publications on the topic include American Dream Dying 

(McClelland and Tobin 2010), Who Stole the American Dream (Smith 2012), and 

Chasing the American Dream (Rank, Hirschl, and Foster 2014). Political leaders 

frequently reference the American Dream in speeches and as Levitz (2016) suggests, the 

United States’ commitment to the American Dream has resulted in “bipartisan obsession 

with restoring ‘equality of opportunity’”. 
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Pessimism about the American Dream can have important effects on individuals 

and on society. In general, optimism is associated with better mental health, physical 

health, resilience to stress, and motivation (Cervantes et al. 2021). Discussing optimism 

about upward mobility, Reynolds, May, and Xian (2019) note that “optimism influences 

prosocial behaviors, efforts to get ahead economically, intergroup relationships, and 

political support for efforts to reduce inequality” (11). Optimism about the American 

Dream is associated with belief in the “the legitimacy and openness of the stratification 

system” (Hanson and Zogby 2010: 581) and implicit acceptance of the status quo. 

Research also suggests that beliefs about mobility and opportunity may be more 

influential than the actual mobility in a society (Gimpelson and Treisman 2018). 

Optimism (and correspondingly, pessimism) impacts individual well-being, individual 

behaviors, interactions with others, and support for policies to combat inequity.  

Although sociological research has rarely directly analyzed the American Dream, 

sociology has long studied ‘the American way of life’ and indirectly examined the 

American Dream. For example, Jane Addams (1990) recorded the social dreams 

(including aspirations for higher education and a better way of life) of those who visited 

and were served by Hull House. Additionally, Robert Merton (1938), in his analysis of 

social structure and behavior, emphasized common symbols of success and the American 

focus on ambition. Drawing on previous research that indirectly examined the American 

Dream and the discipline’s focus on social forces shaping American life, Hauhart (2015) 

argues that sociology is well-prepared for undertaking contemporary analyses of the 

American Dream (and similarly, analyses of pessimism about the American Dream).  
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 Concern over pessimism about the American Dream has become increasingly 

localized. The debate has expanded beyond the feasibility of the American Dream in the 

United States to the feasibility of the American Dream in some areas more than others. 

Anxiety over the achievability of the American Dream in rural America has been 

highlighted in research, including a 2017 report from the Brookings Institution (Dews 

2017), and in the rhetoric surrounding Donald Trump’s Presidential campaign and 

eventual election (Morin 2016; Tankersley 2017).  

The current study analyzes this localized concern about the viability of the 

American Dream.  

My main research questions are: 

1. Does place matter in Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream? 

2. How does place matter in Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream? 

In other words, does place matter because different places have different compositions of 

people or does place matter because different places have different contexts? 

Additionally, does place matter differently for different people?  

The American Dream 

Although the American Dream is broadly understood as achieving personal 

success and fulfillment, the specifics vary. As White and Hanson (2011) explain, 

“Americans comprehend and define [it] in various ways as relevant to their own life 

experience” (1). Historical variation in the conceptualization of the American Dream has 

been well-documented and “precisely what is meant by the American Dream has differed 

throughout the nation’s history” (Starks 2003: 206). Drawing on period magazines, 

newspapers, and books, Samuel (2012) argues that there have been six major 
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conceptualizations of the American Dream since 1931: The Great Depression and war 

years, the postwar years, the counterculture years of the 1960s and 1970s, the 1980s, the 

1990s, and from 2000 to the present. In the 1980s, for example, the American Dream was 

a house in the suburbs, which led to the rise of cooperative apartments and 

condominiums when the single-family home was increasingly seen as unaffordable and 

impractical. Making big money, another American Dream at the time, can be seen in the 

popularity of sweepstakes and gambling, believed to be viable shortcuts to wealth, in the 

1980s. 

Cullen (2003) describes specific and influential American Dreams in a loose, 

chronological, and overlapping order, beginning before 1931 to emphasize the historical 

nature of the varying dreams. He argues that “beyond an abstract belief in possibility, 

there is no American Dream. Instead, there are many American Dreams, their appeal 

simultaneously resting on their variety and their specificity” (7). The first great American 

Dream, Cullen explains, began with the Puritans and their search for a better life in the 

Americas. The Declaration of Independence, he explains, can be seen as the charter of the 

American Dream. He attributes the American Dream of upward mobility to Abraham 

Lincoln and his rise from obscurity to the presidency. In the post-Civil War era, the 

American Dream of equality developed specifically for Black Americans and this 

American Dream continued through the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 

The American Dream of homeownership began with the passage of the Homestead Act in 

1862 and continued through the increased suburbanization of the United States in the 

second half of the twentieth century. Finally, the American Dream of personal 

fulfillment, fame, and fortune coincided with the rise of Hollywood in the mid-1900s. 
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Rank et al. (2014) also highlight the shifting conception of the American Dream, 

and of success, over time. The early twentieth century American Dream, as embodied in 

Horatio Alger stories, was one of rising from rags to riches. The American Dream that 

developed after World War II was that of a middle-class lifestyle focused on having a 

house in the suburbs, a family with two to three kids, and a stable job. The contemporary 

American Dream, they explain, is one of financial security and economic prosperity, with 

an emphasis on having a rewarding career, living a fulfilling life, and being able to retire 

in comfort.  

Recent public opinion polls reflect this contemporary American Dream. A 2015 

Atlantic/Aspen Institute Poll indicates that more American adults identify their personal 

American Dream as “achieving financial security” and “being debt free” rather than 

“owning a nice home” (Cooper 2015). Cooper (2015) argues that Americans are 

“downsizing” the American Dream to reflect contemporary economic conditions. A 2013 

Credit.com poll has similar findings: 27% of respondents see the American Dream as 

retiring at sixty-five, 23% see it as being debt-free, and 18.2% see it as owning a home 

(Levin 2013). In a 2014 survey from the National Endowment for Financial Education, 

50% of respondents reported having enough money for retirement as their top financial 

priority, whereas only 13% of respondents reported owning a home as their top financial 

priority (Harris Interactive, Inc. 2014). Only 11% of respondents in a 2017 Pew Research 

Center survey identified “being wealthy” as essential to their view of the achieving the 

American Dream while 77% of the respondents identified “freedom of choice in how to 

live”, 70% of the respondents identified having a good family life, and 60% of the 
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respondents identified retiring comfortably as essential to their view of achieving the 

American Dream (Smith 2017). 

  One main dimension emerges in the everyday and academic discussion of the 

American Dream: confidence in the American Dream (and correspondingly, pessimism 

about the American Dream). As Samuel (2012) explains, “it is the devout belief that 

tomorrow can and will be better than today that best defines the American Dream and 

distinguishes it from other dimensions of public life” (6). Drawing on previous research 

(Manza and Brooks 2014; 2016; Reynolds et al. 2019), I measure pessimism about the 

American Dream with the General Social Survey (GSS) question: “The way things are in 

America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of 

living – do you agree or disagree?”. This variable is measured on a scale of increasing 

pessimism: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Neither (3), Disagree (4), and Strongly 

Disagree (5). 

Place 

As Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom (2014) explain, “Where we live has a 

powerful effect on what choices we can make and how able we are to achieve the good 

life” (20-21). Place affects access to jobs and public services (including education), 

vulnerability to health issues and availability of medical services, access to shopping and 

private goods, and exposure to crime. Furthermore, “place becomes even more important 

as one moves down the economic ladder” (Dreier et al. 2014: 3). For example, lower-

income families lacking a car or adequate mass transit options must often live close to 

where they work and shop. Place also influences residents’ attitudes and beliefs. As 

Dreier et al. (2014) explain, research found that low-income housing project residents 
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often take a fatalistic attitude toward life because they perceived their environment to be 

unpredictable and unstable although other research suggests that moving to a middle-

class suburb increases people’s sense of efficacy, or sense of having control over their 

life.  

Regional inequality in the United States has been increasing over the last few 

decades and it is important to understand these differences. Dreier et al. (2014) 

emphasize that “national statistics hide tremendous regional variation” (32). In other 

words, national statistics on unemployment or income do not explain the complexity of 

these rates in the United States. Chetty et al. (2014) similarly find that rates of upward 

mobility vary significantly at the regional level; upward mobility is lowest in the 

Southeast and highest in the Great Plains.  

In addition to between-region variation, Chetty et al. (2014) find substantial 

within-region variation in rates of upward mobility. Stovel and Bolan (2004), in their 

analysis of type of place and residential mobility, emphasize that small rural towns differ 

politically, economically, and socially from large cities. Dreier et al. (2014) similarly 

argue that “the widest spatial inequalities in the United States are within metropolitan 

areas, not between them” (37). Differences exist in terms of size of place: between more 

densely populated cities, their suburban areas, and more rural areas. 

In my analysis, I conceptualize place in terms of region and size of place in order 

to examine localized concern about pessimism about the American Dream. Region and 

size of place are measured as the region of the GSS interview and the size of place of the 

GSS interview. Prior to analysis, I recoded region to reflect the four Census Bureau 

regions (U.S. Census Bureau 2010): Northeast (1), Midwest (2), South (3), and West (4). 
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Size of place was recoded to reflect previous research (White and Guest 2003; Kelly and 

Lobao 2018): Urban (1), Suburban (2), Exurban (3), Micropolitan (4), and Rural (5).  

In the multivariate analyses conducted throughout this dissertation, respondents 

are nested in their county of residence at the time of the GSS interview. Counties have 

historically stable boundaries and are a basic unit for reporting demographic, political, 

and economic data in the United States (Scala and Johnson 2017). Some of the data used 

in this analysis are derived from Sensitive Data Files of the GSS, obtained under special 

contractual arrangements designed to protect the anonymity of respondents. These data 

are not available from the author. Persons interested in obtaining GSS Sensitive Data 

Files should contact the GSS at GSS@NORC.org.  

Place and the American Dream 

As previously mentioned, place influences attitudes and beliefs. Although 

research on the impact of region and size of place on the American Dream is limited, 

both region and size of place have been linked to other attitudes and beliefs. This 

research, although not explicitly about the American Dream, suggests that both region 

and size of place may influence optimism (and correspondingly, pessimism).  

Research on the influence of region on attitudes and beliefs has mainly focused on 

personality differences. Geographical psychology argues that social influence, ecological 

influence, and selective migration contributes to the geographic variation in personality. 

Social influence refers to social norms, ecological influence refers to features of the 

natural and built environment, and selective migration refers to the assumption that 

people choose to live in certain areas (Rentfrow and Jokela 2016). Using the Five Factor 

Model (FFM) framework to conceptualize personality, Rentfrow, Gosling, and Potter 

mailto:GSS@NORC.org
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(2008) find that extraversion is lowest in Northeast, that agreeableness is higher in the 

Midwest and the South, that conscientiousness is higher in the Midwest and the South, 

that neuroticism is lowest in the West, and that openness is higher in the Northeast. They 

argue that these personality dimensions can be conceptualized to better understand 

regions. Extraversion reflects people in a region socializing with one another. 

Agreeableness reflects friendliness and trust, which are similar to conceptualizations of 

social capital. Conscientiousness reflects value placed on rules and obedience in a region. 

Neuroticism reflects social and physical well-being with higher-levels of neuroticism 

indicating social isolation and poor health. Finally, openness reflects creativity and 

tolerance in a region. In their analysis of optimism about future mobility, Reynolds et al. 

(2019) control for living in the South because there is a culture of optimism in that region 

(Cobb 2007). Geographic psychology suggests that this culture of optimism is due to 

higher levels of agreeableness and conscientiousness in the South.  

Research on the influence of size of place on attitudes and beliefs has mainly 

focused on political differences. Rural sociology argues that the nature of work in rural 

areas leads to different lived experiences and to strong interests in protecting jobs (Kelly 

and Lobao 2018). Additionally, social isolation and family dynamics resulting from 

uneven development and population changes in rural areas lead to support for 

conservative ideologies and frustration with liberal politicians and social policies (Kelly 

and Lobao 2018). Discussing the contemporary American Dream in rural America, 

Sherman (2021) emphasizes that economic changes, such as the losses of unionized jobs 

in manufacturing and resource extraction, contribute to a growing social divide between 

urban and rural areas in terms of cultural interests, a sense of societal control, and 
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political stances. Graham and Pinto (2016), in their analysis of Gallup data, find that 

optimism about future life satisfaction is significantly lower in rural areas than in 

metropolitan statistical areas (which include relatively large urban and suburban areas). 

Rural sociology suggests that lower optimism about future life satisfaction in rural areas 

is due the sense of loss and disenfranchisement experienced by rural residents.  

As seen in Tables 1-1 and 1-2, I am able to infer that there is a significant 

relationship between place, both region and size of place, and pessimism about the 

American Dream in both my first analytic sample (N = 11,220) and in my second analytic 

sample (N = 7,427). In terms of region, respondents who live in the Northeast and the 

Midwest were more likely to be pessimistic than respondents who live in the South and 

the West. In terms of size of place, respondents who live in suburban, exurban, 

micropolitan, and rural areas were more likely to be pessimistic than respondents who 

live in urban areas. 

The ecological model emphasizes interactions between individuals and their 

environment (Bronfenbrenner 1995; 2001). Discussing ‘place effects’ on health, 

Macintyre, Ellaway, and Cummins (2002) note that research generally focuses on either 

the compositional explanations of an individual’s environment (e.g., the social class 

composition of residents in the area) or the contextual explanations of an individual’s 

environment (e.g., living in a high poverty area). My dissertation examines both 

compositional and contextual explanations for place effects on pessimism about the 

American Dream using eight variables (race, sex, age, income, unemployment, 

educational attainment, marital status, and homeownership) that have consistently been 

linked to attitudes and beliefs about the American Dream and that vary in the United 



 
 

11 
 

States by region and size of place. I analyze these variables at both the individual level 

(e.g., Non-White residents) and at the county level (e.g., mean percentage of Non-White 

residents). In other words, the same variables are analyzed as both composition and 

context.  

Plan for the Dissertation 
 

This dissertation is structured as five chapters, with each chapter expanding on the 

preceding one. This chapter, Chapter 1, provides the context and significance of my 

project. In this chapter, I introduce my research questions, establish that place matters in 

Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream, and discuss my examination of how 

place matters in Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream.  

In Chapter 2, I examine whether place influences pessimism about the American 

Dream because different places have different compositions of people. I use GSS data, 

with an analytic sample based on the dependent variable pessimism about the American 

Dream (N = 11,220), to analyze whether individual-level characteristics help explain the 

influence of place on pessimism about the American Dream. The individual-level 

characteristics have been linked to beliefs about opportunity and vary in the United States 

by region and size of place.  

In Chapter 3, I examine whether place influences pessimism about the American 

Dream because different places have different contexts. I use GSS data merged with 

IPUMS USA (IPUMS) data to analyze whether county-level contexts, analyzed in 

conjunction with the individual-level characteristics, help explain the influence of place 

on pessimism about the American Dream. The analytic sample (N = 7,427) decreases 

after merging the GSS data and the IPUMS data because not every county in the GSS 
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data was in the IPUMS data. The county-level contexts have been linked to attitudes and 

beliefs and vary in the United States by region and size of place.  

In Chapter 4, I examine whether place matters differently for different people. In 

other words, I analyze the interactions between the individual-level characteristics and 

the county-level contexts and whether these interactions help us to better understand the 

influence of place on pessimism about the American Dream. For example, the racial 

composition of a county may matter differently for Non-White respondents compared to 

White respondents. This chapter uses the smaller analytic sample (N = 7,427) of merged 

GSS and IPUMS data.  

In Chapter 5, I summarize my findings, reiterate the context and significance of 

my project, and discuss the implications of my research. I also acknowledge the 

limitations of my analysis and provide suggestions for future research. For example, I 

discuss how the American Dream, and pessimism about the American Dream, can be 

conceptualized in different ways and consider other GSS measures, on confidence in 

institutions and on children’s standard of living, which could be analyzed in future 

research.  

Significance 

 This dissertation has important research, policy, and societal implications.  

Research Implications 

 As previously mentioned, research has established that place influences attitudes 

and beliefs, including personality and political views. My research explicitly analyzes the 

influence of place, and ‘place effects’, on pessimism about the American Dream. Hauhart 

(2015) argues that sociology is particularly well-suited for conducting research on the 
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American Dream because sociologists have long examined the ‘American way of life’ 

and the social forces that shape it. Furthermore, my analysis expands on existing research 

on the rural-urban divide, on the impact of place on indicators of achievement of the 

American Dream, and on spatial opportunity.  

Research suggests that the rural-urban divide is nuanced (Misra 2017) and is 

blurring into more of a continuum (Lichter and Ziliak 2017). Thiede et al. (2020) argue 

that more county-level analyses are needed across the rural-urban continuum to better 

explain spatial variation and to account for the demographic and economic diversity of 

the United States. Kelly and Lobao (2018) examine variation across the rural-urban 

continuum in terms of voting differences and their findings reinforce the idea that a rural-

urban dichotomy can obscure differences across places. My research on place and 

pessimism about the American Dream contributes to this ongoing discussion of the rural-

urban divide.  

Research highlights the impact of place on indicators of achievement of the 

American Dream, including mobility and income. Chetty et al.’s (2014) influential work 

analyzes the geographic variation in intergenerational mobility. In Place Matters, Dreier 

et al. (2014) examine the spatial organization of inequality in urban and metropolitan 

areas and emphasize that, in the United States, place of residence affects social mobility. 

Manduca (2019) discusses the spatial inequality of regional differences in income in the 

United States. My research contributes to this ongoing discussion of place and indicators 

of achievement of the American Dream.  

Research examines spatial opportunity and efforts to measure and interpret 

differences in opportunity. Opportunity mapping provides a way to better understand and 
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to quantify the spatial variation in opportunity and involves combining evidence on 

neighborhood effects with spatial data resources and Geographic Information System 

(GIS) technology (Lung-Amam et al. 2018). The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race 

and Ethnicity at The Ohio State University prepares opportunity maps, based on 

opportunity-related variables, for communities across the United States to inform 

policymakers, leverage local resources, and promote social equity (Kirwan Institute for 

the Study of Race and Ethnicity 2020). The Opportunity Atlas, a public initial release of 

social mobility data resulting from a collaboration between Opportunity Insights and the 

Census Bureau, measures and maps the impact of certain neighborhood characteristics on 

children’s outcomes in adulthood (Opportunity Insights 2021). My research contributes 

to this ongoing discussion of the geography of opportunity.  

Policy Implications 

Views on inequality and opportunity in the country influence policy preferences, 

including perceptions of the fairness of policies. As Page and Jacobs (2009) explain, 

although Americans generally support measures to reduce inequality, they also embrace 

the American Dream and its emphasis on individual responsibility. These individualistic 

beliefs that are part of the dominant ideology affect policy preferences and can help 

and/or hinder the implementation of policy. Additionally, if the American Dream is seen 

as ‘alive and well’, there is little concern about implementing policy to combat inequality 

(Sawhill and Morton 2007). As Manza and Brooks (2016) argue, ‘mobility optimism’ 

decreases support for policy reform. My research, and better understanding pessimism 

about the American Dream, can help inform policymakers and the public about the need 

to respond to rising inequality.  
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Societal Implications 

There are concerns that the inequality of opportunity in the United States violates 

American values and decreases social cohesion (Hanson and Zogby 2010; Dreier et al. 

2014; Putnam 2015). Wolak and Peterson (2020) note that optimism in the American 

Dream has the potential to be a unifying force and that “in a time of deep ideological 

divisions and partisan animosities, belief in the promise of the American dream 

represents shared ground, a collective belief with the potential to bring diverse groups 

together” (12). My research, and the better understanding of place and pessimism that my 

research provides, presents additional information and context for understanding the 

inequality of opportunity.  

 Research also suggests that pessimism about social and political opportunities 

influences individual self-esteem, efficacy, and long-term planning (Cohen-Marks and 

Stout 2011; Stout and Le 2012). Opinions about the effectiveness of various routes to 

progress may also influence individual efforts, decisions, and overall well-being (Graham 

2017). As Kluegel and Smith (1986) explain, “individuals’ views on inequality, 

opportunity, and related issues shape their private actions in important ways” (4). My 

research helps us to better understand pessimism and its potential influence.
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Table 1-1 
  
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between Place and Pessimism About the American Dream in the First Analytic 
Sample (N = 11,220) 

Measure Strongly Agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly Disagree 
n % n % n % n % n % 

Region***           
 Northeast 244 13.8% 814 43.8% 369 18.9% 396 19.9% 84 3.7% 
 Midwest 349 13.8% 1,078 42.9% 494 19.3% 538 20.1% 94 3.9% 
 South  734 17.8% 1,911 45.6% 619 14.5% 801 18.5% 167 3.6% 
 West  445 17.9% 1,151 46.6% 396 15.5% 442 16.6% 94 3.5% 
Size of place***           
 Urban 638 17.9% 1,696 46.8% 618 16.3% 593 15.6% 128 3.5% 
 Suburban 584 17.1% 1,552 44.1% 602 17.0% 667 17.7% 147 4.1% 
 Exurban 256 13.5% 858 45.1% 318 16.5% 428 21.7% 80 3.2% 
 Micropolitan 76 16.0% 190 42.6% 82 16.5% 100 20.7% 21 4.2% 
 Rural 218 13.8% 658 42.8% 258 15.9% 389 23.7% 63 3.8% 
Notes. Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured 
with the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our 
standard of living”. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 1-2 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between Place and Pessimism About the American Dream in the Second Analytic 
Sample (N = 7,427) 

Measure Strongly Agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly Disagree 
n % n % n % n % n % 

Region***           
 Northeast 169 14.7% 559 45.0% 226 17.5% 242 18.9% 60 4.0% 
 Midwest 233 14.6% 684 43.3% 310 19.7% 316 18.7% 53 3.8% 
 South  473 18.9% 1,173 46.3% 377 14.7% 440 16.9% 92 3.3% 
 West  368 18.7% 935 46.9% 303 14.9% 340 16.0% 74 3.6% 
Size of place*           
 Urban 557 18.2% 1,446 46.8% 509 15.9% 505 15.6% 111 3.5% 
 Suburban 454 17.3% 1,213 44.6% 462 17.1% 498 17.0% 109 4.1% 
 Exurban 182 14.6% 576 45.0% 212 16.3% 283 21.5% 47 2.6% 
 Micropolitan 17 21.3% 31 40.8% 10 9.9% 19 21.0% 8 7.1% 
 Rural 111 18.0% 109 48.3% 47 11.1% 8 18.9% 4 3.7% 
Notes. Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented. Pessimism about the American Dream is 
measured with the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of 
improving our standard of living”. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DIFFERENT COMPOSITIONS OF PEOPLE 

 

 Place may influence beliefs about the American Dream because different places 

have different compositions of people. Brown and Monnat (2017) argue that population 

composition is the fundamental basis of difference behind the rural-urban political gap in 

the United States. They emphasize that “the concentration of various types of persons in 

different types of places” (Brown and Monnat 2017: 9) is key to understanding the 2016 

presidential election results. In their analysis of voting differences, Kelly and Lobao 

(2018) find that social structural statuses (measures of socioeconomic status, race and 

ethnicity, age, gender, and marital status) had the largest effect, and that sociocultural 

values and beliefs (measures of religion and beliefs about social issues) had the second 

largest effect of explaining the difference in residing in rural or micropolitan areas 

compared to urban areas. Broekema, Fenger, and van der Waal (2020) similarly find, in 

their analysis of data from the Netherlands, that individual-level characteristics (gender, 

age, income, education, and political inclination) influence local attitudes toward 

municipal social policies.  

Differences in Pessimism by Place 

 As mentioned in the previous chapter, I am able to infer that there is a significant 

relationship between place, both region and size of place, and pessimism about the 

American Dream in the analytic sample used in this chapter. In terms of region, 

respondents who live in the Northeast and the Midwest were more likely to be pessimistic 

than respondents who live in the South and the West. In terms of size of place, 
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respondents who live in suburban, exurban, micropolitan, and rural areas were more 

likely to be pessimistic than respondents who live in urban areas. This chapter examines 

whether these differences are due to the different compositions of people in different 

places (different regions and places of different sizes).  

 My findings in this chapter suggest that the influence of living in the Midwest 

compared to the Northeast on pessimism about the American Dream is because different 

people live in different places. Different compositions of people, however, do not explain 

the influence of living in the South compared to the Northeast, the West compared to the 

Northeast, an exurban area compared to an urban area, or a rural area compared to an 

urban area. Additionally, while I find two statistically significant interactions between 

independent-level characteristics (race X educational attainment and age X 

unemployment) and pessimism about the American Dream, these interactions do not 

account for the influence of place.  

Literature Review 

Research suggests that individuals with more advantageous positions in the 

stratification system are more likely to be optimistic about the American Dream whereas 

those who are disadvantaged are more likely to be pessimistic (Huber and Form 1973; 

Kluegel and Smith 1986). Rytina, Form, and Pease’s (1970) results indicate that 

adherence to an ideology, including the American Dream, is greatest among those who 

profit the most from upholding the ideology. Bobo (1991) finds that disadvantaged 

groups do not fully subscribe to the dominant ideology of the American Dream and 

argues that beliefs and attitudes differ depending on one’s individual-level characteristics. 

As Kluegel and Smith (1986) explain, this is because those at the top of the stratification 
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system have a greater interest in maintaining the dominant ideology and the fact that 

those at the bottom of the stratification system have more experiences that challenge and 

disconfirm these notions. A central tenet of the American Dream is that hard work leads 

to success and among those that have faced discrimination and barriers to their success, 

this idea is more often met with skepticism (Cohen-Marks and Stout 2011).  

The individual-level characteristics, or social structural statuses, of race, 

sex/gender, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, marital status, and 

homeownership, and the intersections of these measures, may affect pessimism about 

opportunity and the American Dream. Proxy measures of sociocultural values and 

beliefs, religion and political party affiliation, and other control variables, year of 

interview and number of children, may also influence pessimism about opportunity and 

the American Dream. As each of these measures varies in the United States by region and 

size of place, they may help explain the influence of place on pessimism about the 

American Dream. In other words, place may influence pessimism about the American 

Dream among residents because different people live in different places (e.g., some 

places have more female residents, some places have more residents who are 

homeowners).  

Different people may live in different places due to historic factors. For example, 

large urban areas have historically had large numbers of Non-White residents due to 

immigration and Black migration (Frey 2019). They may also live in different places due 

to contemporary factors. For example, the Midwest and the South are struggling with 

rising unemployment due to reduced economic opportunities (Manduca 2021). My 
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analysis, however, examines the influence of people living in different places, not the 

explanations for why they do.  

Recognizing that place effects can have simultaneous causes, I analyze these 

measures together rather than individually. As Dreier et al. (2014) argue, “the tendency in 

experiments and regression studies of place effects to isolate single factors (such as low 

levels of educational attainment) misunderstands the phenomenon” (101). In other words, 

place effects, and measures of them, are not isolated from one another and need to be 

analyzed accordingly.  

Individual-Level Characteristics 

Race 

Research previously found that the impact of race on beliefs was as anticipated: 

Historically disadvantaged racial groups were more likely to be pessimistic about the 

American Dream. In particular, research has found that Black people were less optimistic 

about their chances of achieving the American Dream than White people (Kluegel and 

Smith 1986; Hochschild 1996; Cohen-Marks and Stout 2011). Hochschild (1996) 

suggested that Black people were more aware of the negative effects of racial 

discrimination on opportunity. Huber and Form (1973) argued that Black people, having 

experienced the greatest structural barriers to economic opportunity in the United States, 

showed the least support of the dominant ideology and have a pervasive view that the 

institutions of society, including the economic and political systems, are organized 

against them. Cohen-Marks and Stout (2011) pointed to slavery, Jim Crow, and issues 

such as racial profiling as sources of Black peoples’ distinct pessimism about opportunity 

in America.  
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More recent research indicates a shift in terms of race and optimism about the 

American Dream. A June 2015 poll conducted by The Atlantic and the Aspen Institute 

finds that African American and Latino/Hispanic people are more likely to be optimistic 

about their chances of achieving the American Dream than their White counterparts 

(Berman 2015). Stout and Le (2012) suggest that Barack Obama’s 2008 election as 

President, a positive symbol of progress and opportunity, had an important impact on 

optimism. They find that before Obama’s election, 52% of Black people believed that 

they would reach the American Dream in the future if they have not yet already. After 

Obama’s election, 74% of Black people believed that they would reach the American 

Dream in the future if they have not yet already. In addition to Barack Obama’s historical 

presidency, community and religious factors may contribute to the optimism of racial 

minorities (Graham 2015; Graham and Pinto 2016). For example, drawing on Gallup 

Healthways data from 2008-2013, Graham (2015) finds that Black and Hispanic 

respondents are more likely than White respondents to agree that religion is important in 

their life. Additionally, although racial gaps remain in American society, the gaps 

between Black, Hispanic, and White people have narrowed in terms of measures such as 

education achievement, health status, and life expectancy (Graham and Pinto 2016). 

While Black and Hispanic people are often doing better than their parents were, White 

people are often facing more economic insecurity and precariousness than their parents 

were, which may increase their pessimism and disillusionment (Graham and Pinto 2016).  

Pew Research Center analyses indicate racial and ethnic variation in the United 

States by region and size of place. In 2019, 56% of the Black population in the United 

States lived in the South, 17% lived in the Northeast, 17% lived in the Midwest, and 10% 
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lived in the West. Since 1970, there has been an increase in the share of the national 

Black population who live in the South (52% to 56%) (Tamir 2021). Analysis of 2012-

2016 American Community Survey data indicates that 44% of residents in urban counties 

are White, compared with 68% of residents in suburban and small metro counties, and 

79% of residents in rural counties. Additionally, 27% of residents in urban counties are 

Hispanic and 17% are Black, 14% of residents in suburban and small metro counties are 

Hispanic and 11% are Black, and 8% of residents in rural counties are Hispanic and 8% 

are Black (Parker et al. 2018). The influence of race on beliefs, and the racial and ethnic 

variation in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that the race of 

residents may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Sex  

Research also suggests that sex and gender influence optimism about the 

American Dream. Stout and Le (2012) find that females are less likely than their male 

counterparts to believe that they will achieve the American Dream if they have not 

already. They attribute this pessimism to the legacy of sex and gender discrimination, and 

the corresponding disadvantage, in the United States and suggest that women are less 

likely than men to believe that hard work is a strong predictor of success (Stout and Le 

2012). Starks (2003) similarly finds that men are more likely to support the dominant 

ideology of the American Dream than women are. Although both men and women 

showed declining optimism after the 2008 economic crisis, Hanson (2011) finds that 

women are less likely to believe in the American Dream than men and are more likely to 

be critical of inequality in the American Dream. She argues that although progress has 

been made, gender inequality still exists in the United States in terms of education, 
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earnings, occupations, politics, and opportunity. For example, although women attend 

and graduate college at a higher rate than men, they are more likely to enter majors that 

lead them to positions in lower-status, lower-paid female-dominated occupations. 

Kluegel and Smith (1986) similarly find, decades before the 2008 economic crisis, that 

women are less optimistic about opportunity in society and about their personal 

opportunity than men are.  

Analysis of American Community Survey data by the Kaiser Family Foundation 

shows slight variation in population distribution by sex by region. In 2019, 48.9% of the 

United States population was male and 51.1% was female. The five jurisdictions with the 

highest percentage of males in 2019 were: Wyoming (50.9%), Alaska (50.7%), North 

Dakota (50.5%), South Dakota (50.4%), and Colorado (50.1%). The five jurisdictions 

with the highest percentage of females in 2019 were: Washington, DC (52.5%), 

Mississippi (52.5%), South Carolina (52.3%), Maryland (52.0%), and North Carolina 

(52.0%) (Kaiser Family Foundation 2022). The jurisdictions that had the highest 

percentage of males are located in the Midwest and West regions and the jurisdictions 

that had the highest percentage of females are located in the South region (U.S. Census 

Bureau 2010). Research in Nebraska and Kansas found a gender disparity with young 

men outnumbering young women in many rural communities and young women 

outnumbering young men in some urban and suburban areas (Shepard 2014). The 

influence of sex and gender on beliefs, and the slight sex/gender variation in the United 

States by region and size of place, suggest that the sex/gender of residents may contribute 

to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 
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Age 

Age additionally influences perceptions of opportunity. Cohen-Marks and Stout 

(2011) find that younger respondents, across all racial groups, are more optimistic about 

eventually achieving the American Dream if they have not yet already, as compared to 

older respondents. Stout and Le (2012) similarly find that older Americans who have not 

yet achieved the American Dream are much less likely than young respondents to believe 

that they ever will. These differences may be because older Americans are more cynical 

based on their experiences in the workforce, and they are more likely to believe that there 

is not a strong link between hard work and success (Stout and Le 2012). The results of 

Kraus and Tan’s (2015) online mobility beliefs survey show that younger people tend to 

be more optimistic about mobility in the United States than older people and that this 

association between age and beliefs of social class mobility holds independently of 

political ideology. They argue that this association is likely because younger Americans 

have both less experience with class mobility and more motivation to believe that future 

economic opportunity is possible (Kraus and Tan 2015).  

In 2019, a county in Florida had the highest median age (68.1 years) and a county 

in Idaho had the lowest median age (23.3 years) (U.S. Census Bureau 2020). Mather, 

Scommegna, and Kilduff (2019) highlight parts of the Midwest where older people are 

‘aging in place’ due to young people moving elsewhere. Similarly, American Community 

Survey data indicates that, in 2016, rural areas had a median age of 51 and urban areas 

had a median age of 45 (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). The Population Reference Bureau 

explains that population aging in rural areas results from job loss and the long-term 
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outmigration of younger adults (Mather et al. 2019). The influence of age on beliefs, and 

the age variation in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that the age of 

residents may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Income 

Research also suggests that Americans who are disadvantaged socioeconomically 

are more likely to feel pessimistic about the American Dream. Stout and Le (2012) find 

that income impacts perceptions of whether one will achieve the American Dream in the 

future; those with higher levels of income are much more likely to believe that they will 

achieve the American Dream in the future than those with lower levels of income. 

Similarly, Starks (2003) finds that high-income workers are more likely to support the 

dominant ideology, and accord legitimacy to the American Dream, than less well-paid 

workers are. In their analysis of optimism about future mobility, Reynolds et al. (2019) 

control for family income because Americans in higher social classes tend to be more 

optimistic about their opportunities for upward mobility than Americans in lower social 

classes (Kraus and Tan 2015). Kluegel and Smith (1986) explain that lower status people 

often “see themselves as victims of barriers to opportunity more often than higher status 

people” (72). Silva’s (2013) analysis focuses on increasing feelings of disillusionment 

among working-class Americans. She argues that societal transformations such as the 

privatization of risk, the rise of neoliberal ideology and policy, and the decline of the 

industrial working class have made working-class Americans’ lives increasingly more 

uncertain and unstable.  

Data from the Current Population Survey shows that the West and Northeast have 

higher median household incomes than the Midwest and South. The 2017 median 
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household income (in 2018 dollars) for each region was: $68,593 (West), $67,626 

(Northeast), $62,613 (Midwest), and $57,134 (South) (Peter G. Peterson Foundation 

2019). American Community Survey data indicates that, in 2016, urban households had a 

higher median household income ($54,296) compared to rural households ($52,386) 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2016). Similarly, Pew Research Center analysis notes that average 

earnings per worker is highest in urban counties and lowest in rural counties. Analysis of 

2012-2016 American Community Survey data indicates that earnings per worker in 2016 

among those 16 and older who worked in the prior year were: $49,515 in urban counties, 

$46,081 in suburban counties, and $35,171 in rural counties (Parker et al. 2018). The 

influence of income on beliefs, and the income variation in the United States by region 

and size of place, suggests that the income of residents may contribute to the impact of 

place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Unemployment 

In addition to income, work status can also impact pessimism about the American 

Dream. Huber and Form (1973) argue that those who are disadvantaged in the workplace 

are less likely to subscribe to the dominant ideology than those who are advantaged in the 

workplace. Starks (2003) similarly finds that workers who experienced negative 

experiences at work (job threats, coworker layoffs, or job loss) or who experienced job 

deterioration are less likely to believe in the American Dream.  

Manduca (2021) argues that geographic inequality between regions in the United 

States has grown over the past four decades; the Midwest and the South have been 

hardest hit by economic shocks such as tariff reductions and factory closings, which has 

resulted in economic decline, deindustrialization, and rising unemployment. Pew 
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Research Center analysis indicates that 77% of prime working-age residents (those 25 to 

54 years old) are employed in both urban and suburban counties compared to 71% in 

rural counties (Parker et al. 2018). The influence of unemployment on beliefs, and the 

variation in employment in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that 

the work status of residents may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the 

American Dream. 

Educational Attainment 

Research additionally suggests that educational attainment influences beliefs 

about social mobility and the American Dream. Cohen-Marks and Stout (2011) find that 

White people who have higher levels of education are more optimistic about their 

chances of achieving the American Dream than White people with lower levels of 

education. In their analysis of optimism about future mobility, Reynolds et al. (2019) 

control for having a college degree because higher education often reinforces the 

dominant belief that there are opportunities for upward mobility in society (Kluegel and 

Smith 1986). Additionally, getting a college education is, for many Americans, seen as 

achieving the American Dream (Kluegel and Smith 1986).  

Data from the Education Week Research Center shows that states with the highest 

percentage of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree in 2018 are primarily in the 

Northeast region (the highest is Massachusetts, with 42.7% of adults) whereas states with 

the lowest percentage of adults with at least a bachelor’s degree in 2018 are primarily in 

the South region (the lowest is West Virginia, with 20.8% of adults) (Stebbins and 

Frohlich 2018). Pew Research Center analysis notes that Americans in urban and 

suburban counties are more likely than Americans in rural counties to have a bachelor’s 
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degree or more education. Analysis of 2012-2016 American Community Survey data 

indicates that 35% of urban residents, 31% of suburban residents, and 19% of rural 

residents have a bachelor’s degree or more education (Parker et al. 2018). Carr and 

Kefalas (2010) argue that rural communities have produced a ‘rural brain drain’ by 

encouraging college-bound young people to leave home and seek out educational 

opportunities. The influence of educational attainment on beliefs, and the variation in 

educational attainment in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that the 

educational attainment of residents may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism 

about the American Dream. 

Marital Status  

Marital status also influences beliefs about upward mobility and opportunity. 

Cohen-Marks and Stout (2011) find that unmarried Asian respondents have less 

confidence in eventually achieving the American Dream than married Asian respondents. 

In their analysis of optimism about upward mobility, Reynolds et al. (2019) control for 

marital status because married people tend to be more optimistic and hopeful than people 

who are not married (Bailey and Snyder 2007; Ben-Zur 2012). These differences may be 

because married couples are less likely to be in poverty, are more likely to be 

homeowners, and have longer life expectancies than people that are not married. 

Additionally, for some Americans, marriage and having a family is seen as the 

embodiment of the American Dream (Cohen-Marks and Stout 2011).  

The National Center for Family Marriage Research’s analysis of 2019 American 

Community Survey data shows that most states in the West region have high marriage 

rates and that most states in the Northeast region have low marriage rates. Although 
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somewhat more varied, Midwestern states tend toward higher marriage rates and 

Southern states tend towards lower marriage rates (Reynolds 2020). Pew Research Center 

analysis indicates that marriage is somewhat less common in urban counties than rural or 

suburban counties. Analysis of 2012-2016 American Community Survey data indicates 

that 51% of rural residents, 50% of suburban residents, and 44% of urban residents are 

married. Differences in race and ethnicity account for some of these disparities because 

urban areas have a larger share of Black residents and Black residents are typically less 

likely to be married compared to other racial and ethnic groups. Similarly, people in 

urban areas tend to be younger and younger people are less likely to be married. 

Differences in marriage persist, however, after controlling for race and for age 

(Livingston 2018). The influence of marriage on beliefs, and the variation in marriage 

rates in the United States by region and size of place, suggest that the marital status of 

residents may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Homeownership 

Research suggests that homeownership additionally influences optimism about 

upward mobility and the American Dream. Cohen-Marks and Stout (2011) find that 

White mortgage-holders are more likely than White renters to believe they will achieve 

the American Dream one day, that Black renters planning to purchase a home within the 

year are more likely than Black renters who do not plan to purchase a home to believe 

they will someday achieve the American Dream, and that Latino renters expecting to 

become homeowners are more likely than other Latino renters to believe they will 

achieve the American Dream one day. These differences may be because 
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homeownership, for some, constitutes achieving the American Dream and symbolizes 

upward mobility (Cohen-Marks and Stout 2011; McCabe 2016).  

Data from the Current Population Survey and the Housing Survey shows that 

homeownership is consistently highest in the Midwest, followed by the South, Northeast, 

and West (U.S. Census Bureau 2022). Research from the Housing Assistance Council 

notes that homeownership is more prevalent in rural areas as is ‘true homeownership’, 

which refers to owning one’s home without a mortgage (Feinberg 2020). As Feinberg 

(2020) explains, this is partially due to the presence of manufactured homes in rural areas 

and the fact that rural residents tend to be older than residents in other areas. The 

influence of homeownership on beliefs, and the variation in homeownership in the United 

States by region and size of place, suggest that the homeownership status of residents 

may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Intersectionality  

Research also suggests that the intersection of these individual-level 

characteristics influences pessimism. Intersectionality argues that different aspects of an 

individual’s identity intersect to create different experiences and outcomes (Collins 

1990); therefore, the interaction of individual-level characteristics is also important. 

Discussing social mobility, Dreier et al. (2014) emphasizes that “the central issue, 

however, is not how to separate economic factors from racial dynamics, but how race and 

class interact to produce enduring patterns of spatial inequality” (52). Regarding the 

American Dream, research highlights the intersections between race and indicators of 

class such as income and wealth. Hochschild (1996) finds that middle-class Black people, 

regardless of their improved socioeconomic status, are disillusioned and bitter about the 
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American Dream. Notably, Black people with the highest socioeconomic status in her 

study are the most skeptical of the American Dream. As she explains, the well-off Black 

people are particularly aware of racial discrimination, often experiencing it as an 

impediment to their success. Huber and Form (1973) similarly find that middle-income 

Black people, who have experienced some educational and economic mobility, have 

beliefs that are closer to poor Black people than to middle-income White people. The 

influence of the interaction of race and indicators of class on beliefs, and the variation in 

race and indicators of class (including income, educational attainment, and 

homeownership) in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that these 

interactions may contribute to the impact of place on residents’ pessimism about the 

American Dream. 

Control Variables 

Year, religion, political party identification, and number of children, included in 

this analysis as control variables, have been linked to beliefs about opportunity. Reynolds 

et al. (2019) control for survey year in their analysis of optimism about future mobility 

since differences between survey years, including the performance of the economy, could 

influence optimism. Other individual-level characteristics that may influence beliefs 

about opportunity and mobility include religion, political affiliation, and parental status. 

Research suggests that religious affiliation influences optimism. Reynolds et al. (2019) 

find, for example, that Hispanic Catholic people are more optimistic than people who are 

religiously unaffiliated. Reynolds et al. (2019) also control for political views since 

conservative Americans tend to be more optimistic than liberal Americans (Chambers, 

Swan, and Heesacker 2015; Kraus and Tan 2015). Jost and Amodio’s (2012) findings 
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similarly indicate that Republicans and conservative Americans are more likely to 

endorse meritocratic beliefs than Democrats and liberal Americans. Reynolds et al. 

(2019) additionally control for parental status because having children is often associated 

with Americans’ career expectations (Wynn 2017). As previously mentioned, for some 

Americans, having a family is also seen as achieving the American Dream (Cohen-Marks 

and Stout 2011). 

The Pew Research Center’s Religious Landscape Study suggests that Southern 

states are among the most highly religious whereas Northeast states are among the least 

religious (Lipka and Wormald 2016). Additionally, there is regional variation in religious 

affiliation: In the South, 76% of adults identify as Christian and 19% identify as 

unaffiliated; in the Midwest, 73% of adults identify as Christian and 22% identify as 

unaffiliated; in the Northeast, 65% of adults identify as Christian and 25% identify as 

unaffiliated; in the West, 64% of adults identify as Christian and 28% identify as 

unaffiliated (Pew Research Center 2014). Residents of suburban areas are more likely to 

identify as Democrats and residents of rural areas are more likely to identify as 

Republican (Parker et al. 2018). Data from the National Survey of Family Growth 

indicates that the average number of births among women aged 18-44 is higher in rural 

areas than in urban areas (Daniels, Martinez, and Nugent 2018). Because religion, 

political affiliation, and number of children vary in the United States by region and place, 

these characteristics may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the 

American Dream.  
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Hypotheses 

 Drawing on the reviewed literature and preliminary analyses, I developed eight 

hypotheses regarding the significant relationships between region and pessimism about 

the American Dream and size of place and pessimism about the American Dream. In my 

multivariate analyses, Northeast is the reference group for region and urban is the 

reference group for size of place. 

• Hypothesis 1: Respondents who live in the Midwest are more pessimistic about 

the American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 

older, are lower-income, and are unemployed.  

• Hypothesis 2: Respondents who live in the South are less pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 

Non-White and are homeowners. 

• Hypothesis 3: Respondents who live in the West are less pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 

male, are higher-income, and are married.  

• Hypothesis 4: Respondents who live in suburban areas (including exurban areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they are White.  

• Hypothesis 5: Respondents who live in rural areas (including micropolitan areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they are White, older, lower-income, unemployed, and less 

educated.  
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• Hypothesis 6: Respondents who live in the South are less pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 

Non-White homeowners. 

• Hypothesis 7: Respondents who live in rural areas (including micropolitan areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they are White lower-income people. 

• Hypothesis 8: Respondents who live in rural areas (including micropolitan areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they are White less-educated people. 

Data and Methods 

Data 

This chapter utilizes data from the General Social Survey (GSS). The GSS is a 

nationally representative, repeated cross-sectional study of social trends in the United 

States of randomly selected American residents, eighteen years and older. The GSS is 

conducted with in-person interviews by NORC at the University of Chicago (NORC). It 

was conducted every year from 1972-1994 (except in 1979, 1981, and 1992) and since 

1994 it has been conducted every other year (NORC 2021a).  

I created an analytic sample based on the dependent variable of pessimism about 

the American Dream (N = 11,220). To reflect the IPUMS USA data used in later 

chapters, the analytic sample was restricted to the years 2006-2018. Missing data were 

accounted for.  
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Measures 

Dependent Variable 

Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the GSS question: “The 

way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of 

improving our standard of living – do you agree or disagree?”. This variable is measured 

on a scale of increasing pessimism: Strongly Agree (1), Agree (2), Neither (3), Disagree 

(4), and Strongly Disagree (5). Previous research has used this question as a dependent 

variable to gauge attitudes toward the American Dream (Manza and Brooks 2014; 2016; 

Reynolds et al. 2019). This question is part of the International Social Survey Program 

(ISSP) Social Inequality module. NORC was one of the four founding members of the 

ISSP and an annual ISSP module has been administered as part of the GSS since 1985. 

The ISSP modules focus on subject matter such as social inequality, religion, or national 

identity, and many items in ISSP modules are repeated when that subject area is once 

again the focus of an annual ISSP module (NORC 2021b). 

Manza and Brooks (2014) explain that “this item nicely captures the American 

Dream concept without simultaneously invoking taxes or inequality, the educational 

system, the current state of the economy, or other confounding considerations” (18). 

While Manza and Brooks (2014) considered including two additional GSS items to 

measure optimism about the American Dream (questions on the relevance of luck versus 

hard work to success and on differences between the respondents’ and their parents’ 

standard of living), they found that the resulting estimates were comparable to those 

obtained using just the one item (ranging from 1-5, on a scale of increasing optimism) 

and that the three questions scaled poorly together. Reynolds et al. (2019) similarly only 
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use the one question to measure optimism about the American Dream but had to 

dichotomize the response categories due to problematic results (including convergence 

problems) when they analyzed the five-category variable in their regression model.  

While previous research has established this question as a way to measure 

attitudes towards the American Dream, Manza and Brooks (2016) analyze it in 

conjunction with the GSS item about the difference between the respondents’ and their 

parents’ standard of living to measure a scale of ‘mobility optimism’. Additionally, this 

question has also been used as an independent variable to measure optimism when 

examining factors, including optimism, that may explain the relationship between one’s 

father’s education and one’s own mortality (Friedman and Muenning 2016).  

As seen in Table 2-1, the majority of respondents indicated that they either 

strongly agree or agree with this statement (“The way things are in America, people like 

me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living”). 

Place Variables 

Place variables, conceptualized as region and size of place, were drawn from the 

GSS data. The region of the interview was identified by the GSS as New England, 

Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic, East South 

Central, West South Central, Mountain, or Pacific. New England includes Maine, 

Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. Middle 

Atlantic includes New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. East North Central includes 

Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, and Ohio. West North Central includes 

Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas. South 

Atlantic includes Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, Virginia, North Carolina, South 
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Carolina, Georgia, Florida, and the District of Columbia. East South Central includes 

Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi. West South Central includes Arkansas, 

Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Texas. Mountain includes Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, 

Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. Pacific includes Washington, 

Oregon, California, Alaska, and Hawaii. I recoded this variable to reflect the four Census 

Bureau regions (U.S. Census Bureau 2010): 1 = Northeast (which includes New England 

and Middle Atlantic), 2 = Midwest (which includes East North Central and West North 

Central), 3 = South (which includes South Atlantic, East South Central, and West South 

Central), 4 = West (which includes Mountain and Pacific). Appendix A shows the states 

and regions (as operationalized by the GSS) that are included in the four Census Bureau 

regions.  

The size of place of interview was measured as a Large Central City (Over 

250,000), a Medium Central City (50,000 to 250,000), a Suburb of a Large Central City, 

a Suburb of a Medium Central City, an Unincorporated Area of a Large Central City, an 

Unincorporated Area of a Medium Central City, a Small City (10,000 to 49,999), a Town 

or Village (2,500 to 9,999), Smaller Areas (either an incorporated area less than 2,500 or 

an unincorporated area of 1,000 to 2,499), or Open Country (within larger civil 

divisions). I recoded this variable to reflect previous research (White and Guest 2003; 

Kelly and Lobao 2018): 1 = Urban (central city of a Standard Metropolitan Statistical 

Area [SMSA], which includes large central city and medium central city), 2 = Suburban 

(suburb of an SMSA, which includes suburb of a large central city and suburb of a 

medium central city), 3 = Exurban (unincorporated area in a SMSA, which includes an 

unincorporated area of a large central city and an unincorporated area of a medium 
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central city), 4 = Micropolitan (non-SMSA micropolitan area, which includes a small 

city), 5 = Rural (non-SMSA rural area, which includes a town or village, smaller areas, 

and open country). Ongoing work on the rural-urban continuum suggests that research 

should analyze a range of place settings, rather than a dichotomization of rural and urban, 

to avoid obscuring the ways in which the boundaries between rural and urban places are 

changing and blurring (Lichter and Brown 2011; Scala and Johnson 2017; Kelly and 

Lobao 2018).  

As seen in Table 2-1, respondents were more likely to live in the South than the 

other three regions and respondents were more likely to live in an urban area or a 

suburban area than the other three areas.  

Individual-Level Variables 

Individual-level characteristics were drawn from the GSS data. Race was coded as 

1 = White, 2 = Non-White. Non-White includes respondents who identified as Black or 

Other. Since 2002, the GSS has asked respondents to self-identify their race and records 

up to three mentions; the race variable (with response categories of White, Black, and 

Other) is then imputed based on the first mention and other information (NORC 2021b). 

The Other race category includes American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian (including 

Asian Indian, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Other Asian), Native 

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (including Guamanian or Chamorro and Samoan), 

Some Other Race, and Hispanic respondents. Of note, 9.1% of respondents in the analytic 

sample who identified as White also identified as Hispanic on a separate GSS question 

about Hispanic ethnicity. Sex was coded as 1 = Male, 2 = Female. Age of respondent 

ranged from 18-89+. Income, measured as family income last year in constant dollars, 
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ranged from $350.50-$178,712.50. Respondents with no income data were coded as 

missing by the GSS.  

Unemployment was coded as 1 = No (not unemployed), 2 = Yes (unemployed). 

Respondents who identified their work status last week as working full time, working 

part time, or temporarily not working (with a job, but not at work because of temporary 

illness, vacation, strike) were coded as No. Respondents who identified their work status 

last week as unemployed/laid off/looking for work were coded as Yes. Respondents who 

identified their work status last week as retired, school, keeping house, or other were 

coded as missing in the analytic sample. Education was coded as 1 = No BA, 2 = BA+. 

Respondents who identified their highest degree as less than high school, high school, or 

associate/junior college were coded as No BA. Respondents who identified their highest 

degree as bachelor’s or graduate were coded as BA+. Marital status was coded as 1 = Not 

Married, 2 = Married. Respondents who identified their current marital status as 

widowed, divorced, separated, or never married were coded as Not Married. Respondents 

who identified their current marital status as married were coded as Married. 

Homeownership was coded as 1 = No (not a homeowner), 2 = Yes (a homeowner). 

Respondents who paid rent on their home/apartment or responded other were coded as 

No. Respondents who owned or were buying their home/apartment were coded as Yes. 

The GSS coded respondents who had no individual income data as not applicable, and 

therefore as missing, on the homeownership variable.  

As seen in Table 2-1, the majority of respondents identified as White, the majority 

of respondents identified as female, the mean age of respondents was 46.3 (SD = 17.3), 

and the mean family income of respondents was $53,598.12 (SD = $44,935,89). The 
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majority of respondents were not unemployed, the majority of respondents did not have a 

bachelor’s degree or above, the majority of respondents were married, and respondents 

were more likely to own their home than to not own their home.  

Control Variables  

Control variables were drawn from the GSS data: year of interview, religion, 

political party affiliation, and number of children. The interview years include 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018. Religion is measured with the question: “What 

is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no 

religion?”. Due to the small number of Jewish respondents, religion was recoded as 1 = 

Protestant, 2 = Catholic, 3 = None, 4 = Other. In addition to Jewish, Other includes 

religions and/or churches and denominations specified by respondents: Buddhism, 

Hinduism, Other Eastern, Moslem/Islam, Orthodox-Christian, Christian, Native 

American, and Inter-Denominational. Political party affiliation was recoded as 1 = 

Democrat, 2 = Republican, 3 = Independent/Other. Democrat includes strong Democrat 

and not strong Democrat. Republican includes strong Republican and not strong 

Republican. Independent/Other includes Independent near Democrat, Independent, 

Independent near Republican, and other party. Number of children, all that were ever 

born alive, was measured from 0-8, with 8 including eight or more.  

As seen in Table 2-1, respondents were more likely to identify as Protestant than 

the other three religion categories, respondents were more likely to identify as 

Independent/Other than the other two political party affiliations, and the mean number of 

children was 1.8 (SD = 1.7).  
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using Stata/MP 14.0 (StataCorp 2015). The GSS 

weight variable, WTSSALL, was applied to all analyses to account for the GSS’s 

complex sampling frame (NORC 2021b).  

For bivariate analyses, Pearson’s χ2 tests and one-way Analysis of Variances 

(ANOVAs) were used to determine whether individual-level variables and control 

variables differed based on place (region and size of place) and whether place variables, 

individual-level variables, and control variables differed based on pessimism.  

For multivariate analyses, multilevel ordered logistic regression, where 

respondents were nested in their county of residence, was used to determine whether the 

place variables influenced pessimism after considering the individual-level variables and 

the control variables. Because the outcome variable, pessimism about the American 

Dream, is an ordinal variable, ordered logistic regression is preferable. Ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression assumes that the intervals between adjacent response 

categories, such as agree and strongly agree, are roughly equal. Ordered logistic 

regression, however, avoids this issue and utilizes a series of cut points along the 

distribution of the outcome variables that correspond to different categories (Mouw and 

Sobel 2001). Multicollinearity was not a concern as the variance inflation factor (VIF) of 

each predictor was below 2.50 (Allison 2012).  

Three models were used. In Model 1, pessimism about the American Dream was 

regressed on the place variables (region and size of place). In Model 2, the individual-

level variables (race, sex, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, and 

homeownership) were added to the regression. Marital status was not added to the 
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regression because it was not significant with pessimism at the bivariate level. In Model 

3, the control variables (year, religion, political party identification, and number of 

children) were added to the regression.  

The multivariate results are reported as odds ratios. With an ordinal outcome, this 

means that there is either no change (OR = 1), an increase, (OR > 1), or a decrease (OR < 

1) in the odds of being in a higher category of the outcome variable. In other words, this 

means that there is either no change, an increase, or a decrease in the odds of pessimism. 

Because the results are reported as odds ratios, the effects are not comparable across 

models. As Mood (2010) explains, it is problematic to compare odds ratios across models 

because of unobserved heterogeneity, or the variation in the dependent variable that is 

caused by variables that are not observed, is likely to vary across the models. While 

results reported as Average Marginal Effects (AMEs) would be comparable across 

models, I was unable to analyze multilevel ordered logistic regression models that 

adjusted for a complex survey design with AMEs, and as a result, report multivariate 

results as odds ratios throughout the dissertation.  

Building on the multivariate analyses, interactions between the individual-level 

variables were examined: race X sex, race X age, race X income, race X unemployment, 

race X educational attainment, race X homeownership, sex X age, sex X income, sex X 

unemployment, sex X educational attainment, sex X homeownership, age X income, age 

X unemployment, age X educational attainment, age X homeownership, income X 

unemployment, income X educational attainment, income X homeownership, 

unemployment X educational attainment, unemployment X homeownership, educational 

attainment X homeownership. Continuous variables were mean-centered before the 
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interaction analyses were conducted. Interaction terms were added individually to the 

regression model (to Model 3, explained above) and then significant interaction terms 

were added together to the regression model (to Model 3, explained above). For the 

interaction analyses, multilevel ordered logistic regression, where respondents were 

nested in their county of residence, was used and the results are reported as odds ratios. 

Once again, because the results are reported as odds ratios, the effects are not comparable 

across models.  

Results 

Bivariate Analyses 

As seen in Tables 2-2 and 2-3, I am able to infer that there are significant 

relationships between the place variables and the individual-level characteristics. 

Respondents from urban areas were more likely to live in the South, respondents from 

suburban areas were more likely to live in the West, respondents from exurban areas 

were more likely to live in the South, respondents from micropolitan areas were more 

likely to live in the Midwest, and respondents from rural areas were more likely to live in 

the South. Respondents from the Northeast were more likely to live in suburban areas, 

respondents from the Midwest were more likely to live in suburban areas, respondents 

from the South were more likely to live in urban areas, and respondents from the West 

were more likely to live in suburban areas.  

Non-White respondents were more likely to live in the South and in urban areas. 

Female respondents were more likely to live in the South. Respondents living in the West 

were more likely to be younger and respondents living in the Midwest were more likely 

to be older than respondents living in other regions. Respondents living in urban areas 
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were more likely to be younger and respondents living in rural areas were more likely to 

be older than respondents living in other areas. Respondents living in the South were 

more likely to have lower incomes and respondents living in the Northeast were more 

likely to have higher incomes than respondents living in other regions. Respondents 

living in micropolitan areas were more likely to have lower incomes and respondents 

living in suburban areas were more likely to have higher incomes than respondents living 

in other areas. Unemployed respondents were more likely to live in urban areas. 

Respondents with a BA+ were more likely to live in the South and in urban areas. 

Married respondents were more likely to live in the South and in suburban areas. 

Respondents who owned their home were more likely to live in the South and in 

suburban areas. Overall, these findings are consistent with previous research. Previous 

research suggests, however, that unemployment is higher in rural areas, that the South has 

lower rates of educational attainment, and that the Midwest and rural areas have higher 

rates of homeownership.  

I am also able to infer there are significant relationships between the place 

variables and the control variables. Protestant and Catholic respondents were more likely 

to live in the South and in suburban areas and respondents who did not identify with a 

religion or were religiously unaffiliated were more likely to live in the West and in urban 

areas. Respondents who identify as Democrat were more likely to live in the South and in 

urban areas whereas respondents who identify as Republican and respondents who 

identify as Independent/Other were more likely to live in the South and in suburban 

areas. Respondents living in the South were more likely to have more children than 

respondents living in other regions and respondents living in rural areas were more likely 
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to have more children than respondents living in other areas. Overall, these findings are 

consistent with previous research. Previous research suggests, however, that residents in 

suburban areas are more likely to be Democrats and residents in rural areas are more like 

to be Republicans.  

Table 2-4 includes the aforementioned significant relationships between region 

and pessimism about the American Dream and between size of place and pessimism 

about the American Dream. I am also able to infer that there is a significant relationship 

between the individual-level characteristics (aside from marital status) and pessimism 

about the American Dream. In terms of race, respondents who identify as Non-White 

were more likely than respondents who identify as White to disagree that they and their 

family have a good chance of improving their standard of living. A closer analysis of the 

relationship between race and pessimism shows that Black respondents were more likely 

than White and Other race respondents to strongly disagree that they and their family 

have a good chance of improving their standard of living whereas Other race respondents 

were less likely than White and Black respondents to both disagree and strongly disagree 

with that statement. A more detailed breakdown of the Other race respondents results in 

small cell sample sizes but suggests that Asian respondents were less likely to be 

pessimistic and that Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander respondents were more 

likely to be pessimistic than other respondents. 

 In terms of sex, respondents who identify as female were more likely to be 

pessimistic than respondents who identify as male. Older respondents were more likely to 

be pessimistic than younger respondents. Respondents with a lower family income were 

more likely to be pessimistic than respondents with a higher family income. Respondents 
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who are unemployed were more likely to be pessimistic than respondents who are not 

unemployed and respondents with no BA were more likely to be pessimistic than 

respondents with a BA+. Although respondents who own their own home were more 

likely to disagree that they and their family have a good chance of improving their 

standard of living, respondents who do not own their own home were more likely to 

strongly disagree with that statement. Overall, these findings are consistent with previous 

research.  

Additionally, I can infer that there is a significant relationship between the control 

variables and pessimism about the American Dream. Respondents were more likely to 

strongly disagree that they and their family have a good chance of improving their 

standard of living in 2010 and 2012 compared to the other interview years. Respondents 

who identify as Protestant were more likely to be pessimistic than members of the other 

religious affiliations. Respondents who identify as Independent/Other were more likely to 

strongly disagree that they and their family have a good chance of improving their 

standard of living as compared to the other political party affiliations. Respondents with a 

higher number of children were more likely to be pessimistic than respondents with fewer 

children. These findings are consistent with previous research suggesting that these 

control variables may influence beliefs about opportunity.  

Multivariate Analyses 

Model 1 

In Model 1 (see Table 2-5), pessimism about the American Dream was regressed 

on place and both region and size of place were significant. Living in the South (OR = 

0.81, p < 0.01) and living in the West (OR = 0.83, p = 0.05) were associated with 
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decreased odds of pessimism as compared to living in the Northeast. Living in an 

exurban (OR = 1.24, p < 0.05) and rural (OR = 1.38, p < 0.001) area were associated with 

increased odds of pessimism compared to living in an urban area.  

Model 2 

In Model 2 (see Table 2-5), the individual-level characteristics (race, sex, age, 

income, educational attainment, unemployment, homeownership) were added and both 

region and size of place remained significant. Living in the South (OR = 0.80, p < 0.01) 

and living in the West (OR = 0.83, p < 0.05) were associated with decreased odds of 

pessimism compared to living in the Northeast. Living in an exurban area (OR = 1.20, p 

< 0.05) and living in a rural area (OR = 1.20, p < 0.05) were associated with an increased 

odds of pessimism compared to living in an urban area.  

Being Non-White was associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to 

being White (OR = 0.67, p < 0.001) and being female was associated with an increased 

odds of pessimism compared to being male (OR = 1.24, p < 0.001). Age (OR = 1.01, p < 

0.001) and income (OR = 1.00, p < 0.001) were associated with increased odds of 

pessimism.  

Model 3 

In Model 3 (see Table 2-5), the control variables (year, religion, political party 

affiliation, number of children) were added and both region and size of place remained 

significant. Living in the South (OR = 0.76, p < 0.001) and living in the West (OR = 

0.80, p < 0.01) were associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to living in 

the Northeast. Living in an exurban area (OR = 1.23, p < 0.01) and living in a rural area 
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(OR = 1.20, p < 0.05) were associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to 

living in an urban area.  

Being Non-White was associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to 

being White (OR = 0.67, p < 0.001) and being female was associated with increased odds 

of pessimism compared to being male (OR = 1.28, p < 0.001). Age (OR = 1.02, p < 

0.001) and income (OR = 1.00, p < 0.001) were associated with increased odds of 

pessimism. Owning one’s home was also associated with increased odds of pessimism 

compared to not owning one’s home (OR = 1.16, p < 0.05).  

In terms of year, 2008 (OR = 1.68, p < 0.001), 2010 (OR = 1.66, p < 0.001), 2012 

(OR = 1.82, p < 0.001), 2014 (OR = 1.53, p < 0.001), and 2016 (OR = 1.59, p < 0.001) 

were all associated with increased pessimism compared to 2006. Being Catholic was 

associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to being Protestant (OR = 0.76, p 

< 0.001).  

Interaction Analyses 

As previously mentioned, each interaction term was added one at a time to the 

regression model. There were two significant interactions: race X educational attainment 

and age X unemployment. Table 2-6 includes these interaction terms added to the 

regression model individually (Model 1 for race X educational attainment, Model 2 for 

age X unemployment) and together (Model 3). In Model 1, being Non-White with more 

education was associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to being White 

with more education (OR = 1.38, p < 0.05). In Model 2, being older and unemployed was 

associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to being younger and unemployed 

(OR = 1.02, p < 0.05). In Model 3, when both interaction terms were added to the 
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regression model, the interactions remained significant. Across all three models, the 

region and size of place remained significant with living in the South or living in the 

West associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to living in the Northeast, 

and with living in an exurban area or living in a rural area were associated with an 

increased odds of pessimism compared to living in an urban area.  

Discussion 

These findings confirm that place does matter in Americans’ pessimism about the 

American Dream. After adding the individual-level characteristics (race, sex, age, 

income, unemployment, educational attainment, homeownership) and the control 

variables (year, religion, political party affiliation, number of children) to the regression, 

region and size of place remained significant. Respondents who live in the South or in the 

West were less pessimistic than those who live in the Northeast. Respondents who live in 

exurban or in rural areas were more pessimistic than those who live in urban areas. These 

findings suggest that the influence of living in the South as compared to the Northeast, 

the West as compared to the Northeast, an exurban area as compared to an urban area, or 

a rural area as compared to an urban area is not because different places have different 

compositions of people (they do not provide support for Hypotheses 2-5). They do, 

however, suggest that different places having different compositions of people account 

for the influence of living in the Midwest as compared to the Northeast on pessimism 

about the American Dream (they provide support for Hypothesis 1).  

Additionally, these findings confirm that social structural statuses and 

sociocultural values and beliefs are associated with pessimism about the American 

Dream. Consistent with previous research, respondents who identify as Non-White were 
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less pessimistic than those who identify as White, respondents who identify as female 

were more pessimistic than those who identify as male, and older respondents were more 

pessimistic than younger respondents. Surprisingly, in the multivariate analyses, 

respondents with higher family incomes were more pessimistic than respondents with 

lower family incomes and respondents who owned their homes were more pessimistic 

than respondents who did not own their homes. These inconsistencies with previous 

research may be due to the way that total family income was measured by the GSS and to 

the missing data associated with homeownership. Higher-income respondents, and 

respondents who are homeowners, may also perceive less opportunity to improve their 

standard of living because they are already doing well. Additionally, research suggests 

that subjective perceptions of socioeconomic disadvantage, and not just objective 

measures of socioeconomic status, influence beliefs about opportunity and mobility 

(Kraus and Tan 2015; Reynolds et al. 2019). Of note, unemployment and educational 

attainment were not significant in the multivariate analyses and marital status was not 

significant in the bivariate analyses.  

Respondents were more pessimistic between 2008-2016 compared to 2006. This 

may be due to aftermath of the bursting of the housing bubble in 2007, the corresponding 

Great Recession between 2007-2009, and the weak ‘jobless recovery’ that followed 

(Smith 2012). Additionally, and consistent with previous research, respondents who 

identify as Catholic were less pessimistic than respondents who identify as Protestant.  

These findings also confirm that the intersection of independent-level 

characteristics influence pessimism about the American Dream. Although the findings do 

not support Hypotheses 6-8, and region and size of place remained significant when the 
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interaction terms were added to the regression model, they are consistent with previous 

research. Non-White respondents with more education were more pessimistic than White 

respondents with more education. Although increased educational attainment is often 

associated with optimism, this is not the case for all people. Non-White respondents with 

more education may have faced racial discrimination and structural disadvantages that 

their White counterparts have not encountered. Additionally, older unemployed 

respondents were more pessimistic than younger unemployed respondents. Older 

respondents who are unemployed may feel hopeless about their opportunities and cynical 

based upon their experiences in the labor force whereas younger respondents who are 

unemployed believe that they still can achieve the American Dream.  

Appendix B provides a summary of whether each hypothesis in this chapter was 

supported or not supported. Although I am not able to quantify the impact of different 

compositions of people on why place matters for pessimism about the American Dream, 

because it is problematic to compare odds ratios across models, my findings suggest that 

different compositions of people did not fully explain why place matters for Americans’ 

pessimism about the American Dream. As previously mentioned, both region (the South 

and the West) and size of place (exurban areas and rural areas) remained significant after 

the independent-level variables and the control variables were added to the regression. 

Although the independent variables and the control variables did not account for all of the 

variation by region and size of place, they did account for some variation. In particular, 

my findings suggest that different compositions of people account for the influence of 

living in the Midwest as compared to the Northeast.  
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Other individual-level characteristics, such as immigrant status, may impact the 

relationship between place and pessimism and the American Dream. In their analysis of 

optimism about future mobility, Reynolds et al. (2019) control for immigrant status 

because first-generation immigrants in the United States are more optimistic about their 

future than are subsequent generations of immigrants (Escobar 2006). The next chapter 

examines how region and size of place may influence beliefs about the American Dream 

because different places have different contexts. In other words, county-level contexts 

may explain why place matters for Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream.
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Table 2-1 
 
Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variable, Place Variables, Individual-Level 
Variables, and Control Variables (N = 11,220) 
Measure n % M SD 
DEPENDENT VARIABLE     
Standard of living will improve      
 Strongly agree 1,772 16.2%   
 Agree 4,954 44.9%   
 Neither 1,878 16.6%   
 Disagree 2,177 18.6%   
 Strongly disagree 439 3.7%   
PLACE VARIABLES     
Region     
 Northeast 1,907 17.1%   
 Midwest 2,553 22.2%   
 South 4,232 37.6%   
 West 2,528 23.2%   
Size of place     
 Urban 3,673 31.8%   
 Suburban 3,552 33.1%   
 Exurban 1,940 18.1%   
 Micropolitan  469 3.9%   
 Rural  1,586 13.2%   
INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL VARIABLES  
Race      
 White 8,332 74.0%   
 Non-White 2,888 26.0%   
Sex      
 Male 4,995 45.6%   
 Female 6,225 54.4%   
Age      
 Range 18-89+   46.3 17.3 
 Missing 35 0.0%   
Income      
 Range 350.50-178,712.50   53,598.12 44,935.89 
 Missing 1,192 12.1%   
Unemployment      
 No 6,829 63.1%   
 Yes  472 4.2%   
 Missing 3,919 32.7%   
Educational attainment     
 No BA 7,974 71.8%   
 BA+ 3,241 28.2%   
 Missing 5 0.0%   
Marital status      
 Not married 6,195 48.1%   
 Married 5,020 51.9%   
 Missing 5 0.0%   
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Table 2-1 
 

(continued) 
Measure n % M SD 
Homeownership      
 No 2,084 17.1%   
 Yes 3,541 32.9%   
 Missing 5,595 50.0%   
CONTROL VARIABLES     
Year      
 2006 1,979 17.8%   
 2008 1,355 11.9%   
 2010 1,368 12.2%   
 2012 1,332 11.8%   
 2014 1,683 15.0%   
 2016 1,950 17.3%   
 2018 1,553 14.0%   
Religion      
 Protestant  5,417 46.8%   
 Catholic 2,605 24.6%   
 None 2,182 19.5%   
 Other 956 8.6%   
 Missing 60 0.5%   
Political party affiliation      
 Democrat 3,726 31.7%   
 Republican 2,572 23.7%   
 Independent/Other  4,831 43.8%   
 Missing 91 0.8%   
Number of children      
 Range 0-8+   1.8 1.7 
 Missing 19 0.2%   
Note: Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented.  
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Table 2-2 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between Size of Place, Individual-Level Variables, and Control Variables and Region (N = 11,220) 

Measure Northeast Midwest 
n % M SD n % M SD 

Size of place***         
 Urban 550 14.5%   759 20.3%   
 Suburban 703 19.7%   777 20.7%   
 Exurban 440 23.5%   366 18.7%   
 Micropolitan 59 13.2%   152 32.6%   
 Rural 155 9.1%   499 32.2%   
Race***         
 White 1,449 17.5%   2,114 24.9%   
 Non-White 458 16.0%   439 14.4%   
Sex**         
 Male 791 16.2%   1,197 23.7%   
 Female 1,116 17.8%   1,356 20.9%   
Age***   46.9 17.7   47.2 17.5 
Income***   62,662.77 49,127.90   53,307.96 43,955.17 
Unemployment         
 No 1,158 17.2%   1,576 22.5%   
 Yes 74 15.7%   113 22.2%   
Educational attainment***         
 No BA  1,189 14.9%   1,837 22.4%   
 BA+ 718 22.6%   713 21.4%   
Marital status**         
 Not married 1,099 18.0%   1,364 20.9%   
 Married 805 16.2%   1,188 23.3%   
Homeownership***         
 No 371 17.8%   418 19.3%   
 Yes 591 17.0%   852 24.3%   
Year         
 2006 331 18.1%   460 22.3%   
 2008 240 17.1%   318 23.3%   
 2010 227 16.8%   303 21.7%   
 2012 229 17.6%   305 22.3%   
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Table 2-2 
 
(continued) 

Measure Northeast Midwest 
n % M SD n % M SD 

Year         
 2014 293 16.5%   367 21.8%   
 2016 346 17.3%   466 23.1%   
 2018 241 16.0%   334 20.6%   
Religion***         
 Protestant 611 10.8%   1,271 22.9%   
 Catholic 676 26.2%   601 21.8%   
 None 394 18.4%   506 23.7%   
 Other 216 22.1%   163 16.2%   
Political party affiliation***         
 Democrat 704 18.5%   810 21.2%   
 Republican 349 13.3%   627 24.6%   
 Independent/Other 837 18.0%   1,093 21.6%   
Number of children***   1.7 1.6   1.9 1.6 

Measure South West 
n % M SD n % M SD 

Size of place***         
 Urban 1,272 35.1%   1,092 30.2%   
 Suburban 1,048  29.6%   1,024 30.1%   
 Exurban 975 49.0%   158 8.8%   
 Micropolitan 146 30.2%   112 24.0%   
 Rural 790 50.2%   142  8.4%   
Race***         
 White 2,887 34.9%   1,882 22.7%   
 Non-White 1,345 45.2%   646 24.5%   
Sex**         
 Male 1,837 36.3%   1,170 23.7%   
 Female 2,395 38.6%   1,358  22.7%   
Age***   46.7 17.0   44.4  17.2 
Income***   49,541.49 42,430.38   54,065.09 45,796.47 
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Table 2-2 
 

(continued) 

Measure South West 
n % M SD n % M SD 

Unemployment         
 No 2,545   37.0%   1,550 23.3%   
 Yes 163  34.9%   122 27.2%   
Educational attainment***         
 No BA  3,184  39.7%   1,764 23.0%   
 BA+ 1,046  32.2%   764 23.8%   
Marital status**         
 Not married 2,292  36.9%   1,440  24.2%   
 Married 1,939  38.2%   1,088  22.2%   
Homeownership***         
 No 727  34.2%   568  28.7%   
 Yes 1,399  38.7%   699  20.0%   
Year         
 2006 756 38.0%   432 21.7%   
 2008 478 34.8%   319 24.8%   
 2010 531 39.3%   307 22.2%   
 2012 495 37.0%   303 23.1%   
 2014 623 36.8%   400 25.0%   
 2016 712 37.0%   426 22.6%   
 2018 637 40.0%   341 23.4%   
Religion***         
 Protestant 2,599 48.3%   936 18.0%   
 Catholic 724 27.9%   604 24.1%   
 None 597 26.9%   685 31.1%   
 Other 284 30.3%   293 31.4%   
Political party affiliation***         
 Democrat 1,396 37.4%   817 22.9%   
 Republican 1,058 41.1%   538 21.0%   
 Independent/Other 1,745 35.7%   1,156 24.6%   
Number of children***   1.9 1.7   1.7 1.7 
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Table 2-2 
 
(continued) 
Note. Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 2-3 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between Region, Individual-Level Variables, and Control Variables and Size of Place (N = 11,220) 

Measure Urban Suburban Exurban 
n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD 

Region***             
 Northeast 550 27.0%   703 38.1%   440 24.9%   
 Midwest 759 29.1%   777 30.9%   366 15.2%   
 South  1,272 29.7%   1,048 26.1%   976 23.5%   
 West  1,092 41.4%   1,024 43.0%   158 6.9%   
Race***             
 White 2,320 26.9%   2,739 34.0%   1,618 20.4%   
 Non-White 1,353 45.7%   813 30.5%   322 11.4%   
Sex             
 Male 1,607 30.9%   1,582 33.6%   892 18.5%   
 Female 2,066 32.6%   1,970 32.7%   1,048 17.7%   
Age***   44.5 17.5   46.2 17.1   47.9 16.8 
Income***   46,898.14 41,849.66   61,130.42 48,185.65   64,084.51 47,590.84 
Unemployment***              
 No 2,224 31.6%   2,238 34.2%   1,208 18.5%   
 Yes 181 35.2%   147 34.4%   66 14.8%   
Educational 
attainment*** 

            

 No BA  2,550 31.1%   2,348 31.0%   1,359 17.8%   
 BA+ 1,121 33.1%   1,203 38.6%   580 18.8%   
Marital status***             
 Not married 2,350 37.6%   1,833 31.4%   901 15.0%   
 Married 1,321 26.5%   1,717 34.7%   1,039 20.9%   
Homeownership***             
 No 930 43.1%   626 32.2%   214 11.0%   
 Yes 928 26.3%   1,140 33.4%   763 22.1%   
Year             
 2006 577 27.5%   584 31.3%   344 18.7%   
 2008 439 31.8%   383 29.8%   198 15.5%   
 2010 474 33.1%   378 29.6%   212 16.5%   
 2012 424 31.3%   455 35.6%   242 18.7%   
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Table 2-3 
 
(continued) 

Measure Urban Suburban Exurban 
n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD 

Year             
 2014 561 32.5%   585 36.1%   304 18.5%   
 2016 655 31.8%   667 35.7%   345 19.0%   
 2018 543 35.9%   500 32.8%   295 18.7%   
Religion***             
 Protestant 1,592 28.5%   1,563 30.2%   993 19.2%   
 Catholic 899 33.4%   931 37.4%   487 19.2%   
 None 800 35.3%   706 33.6%   320 15.4%   
 Other 362 37.2%   337 36.1%   128 14.4%   
Political party 
affiliation*** 

            

 Democrat 1,426 37.1%   1,165 32.9%   495 13.9%   
 Republican 631 24.7%   860 34.2%   579 22.7%   
 Independent/Other 1,585 31.8%   1,499 32.7%   848 18.5%   
Number of 
children*** 

  1.7 1.7   1.8 1.6   1.8 1.5 

Measure Micropolitan  Rural  
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Region***             
 Northeast 59 3.0%     155 7.0%    
 Midwest 152 5.7%     499 19.1%    
 South  146 3.1%     790 17.6%    
 West  112 4.0%     142 4.8%    
Race***             
 White 1,618 20.4%     1,288 14.5%    
 Non-White 322 11.4%     298 9.3%    
Sex            
 Male 892 18.5%     703 13.0%    
 Female 1,048 17.7%     883 13.3%    
Age***   47.2 17.1    48.5 17.5 
Income***   40,337.93 33,286.40    40,812.58 35,224.84 
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Table 2-3 
 
(continued) 

Measure Micropolitan  Rural 
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Unemployment***           
 No 252 3.4%    907 12.3%   
 Yes 29 6.0%    49 9.6%   
Educational 
attainment*** 

         

 No BA  365 4.2%    1,352 15.8%   
 BA+ 104 3.0%    233 6.6%   
Marital status***          
 Not married 278 4.1%    833 12.0%   
 Married 191 3.6%    752 14.2%   
Homeownership***          
 No 95 4.5%    219 9.2%   
 Yes 141 3.6%    569 14.8%   
Year          
 2006 117 5.5%    357 17.0%   
 2008 91 6.5%    244 16.5%   
 2010 87 5.5%    217 15.3%   
 2012 39 2.9%    172 11.5%   
 2014 42 2.2%    191 10.7%   
 2016 56 2.5%    227 11.0%   
 2018 37 2.2%    178 10.4%   
Religion***          
 Protestant 231 3.9%    1,038 18.2%   
 Catholic 93 3.4%    105 6.8%   
 None 100 4.5%    256 11.1%   
 Other 42 4.2%    87 8.0%   
Political party 
affiliation*** 

         

 Democrat 163 4.3%    477 11.8%   
 Republican 100 3.5%    402 14.9%   
 Independent/Other 203 3.7%    696 13.2%   
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Table 2-3 
 
(continued) 

Measure Micropolitan  Rural 
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Number of 
children*** 

  2.0 1.8    2.2 1.7 

Note. Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 2-4 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between Place Variables, Individual-Level Variables, and Control Variables and Pessimism About the 
American Dream (N = 11,220) 

Measure Strongly Agree Agree Neither 
n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD 

Region***             
 Northeast 244 13.8%   814 43.8%   369 18.9%   
 Midwest 349 13.8%   1,078 42.9%   494 19.3%   
 South  734 17.8%   1,911 45.6%   619 14.5%   
 West  445 17.9%   1,151 46.6%   396 15.5%   
Size of place***             
 Urban 638 17.9%   1,696 46.8%   618 16.3%   
 Suburban 584 17.1%   1,552 44.1%   602 17.0%   
 Exurban 256 13.5%   858 45.1%   318 16.5%   
 Micropolitan 76 16.0%   190 42.6%   82 16.5%   
 Rural 218 13.8%   658 42.8%   258 15.9%   
Race***             
 White 1,187 14.3%   3,571 43.%   1,454 17.4%   
 Non-White 585 21.7%   1,383 47.8%   424 14.1%   
Sex***             
 Male 845 17.1%   2,324 47.5%   792 15.7%   
 Female 927 15.5%   2,630 42.7%   1,086 17.3%   
Age***   42.9 16.5   45.0 17.2   47.8 17.7 
Income***   58,850.75 50,173.78   55,739.82 45,652.76   53,854.52 43,063.63 
Unemployment***             
 No 1,155 17.1%   3,138 46.5%   1,103 16.2%   
 Yes 79 17.0%   189 42.0%   77 16.5%   
Educational 
attainment** 

            

 No BA  1,207 15.7%   3,487 44.6%   1,315 16.3%   
 BA+ 564 17.5%   1,464 45.8%   563 17.2%   
Marital status             
 Not married 938 15.6%   2,753 46.0%   1,034 16.3%   
 Married 834 16.8%   2,199 43.9%   842 16.8%   
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Table 2-4 
 
(continued) 

Measure Strongly Agree Agree Neither 
N % M SD n % M SD n % M SD 

Homeownership**             
 No 352 16.3%   938 47.3%   304 14.4%   
 Yes 460 13.5%   1,514 43.3%   607 17.5%   
Year***             
 2006 413 21.6%   931 48.2%   303 14.9%   
 2008 206 14.7%   572 44.7%   203 13.9%   
 2010 178 13.1%   611 44.9%   227 16.2%   
 2012 182 14.1%   549 40.7%   224 17.9%   
 2014 230 14.1%   743 45.4%   296 17.6%   
 2016 292 15.7%   832 42.4%   334 16.9%   
 2018 271 18.2%   716 47.1%   291 18.5%   
Religion***             
 Protestant 786 14.8%   2,372 44.6%   907 16.8%   
 Catholic 481 19.1%   1,204 46.8%   410 15.8%   
 None 324 15.0%   943 44.6%   383 16.7%   
 Other 180 19.8%   414 42.8%   162 16.4%   
Political party 
affiliation** 

            

 Democrat 560 15.7%   1,698 46.8%   639  16.4%   
 Republican 456 18.3%   1,151 45.0%   376 14.7%   
 Independent/Other 747 15.6%   2,061 43.5%   847  17.6%   
Number of 
children** 

  1.8 1.7   1.8 1.6   1.8 1.6 

Measure Disagree  Strongly Disagree  
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Region***             
 Northeast 396 19.9%     84 3.7%    
 Midwest 538 20.1%     94 3.9%    
 South  801 18.5%     167 3.6%    
 West  442  16.6%     94 3.5%    
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Table 2-4 
 
(continued) 

Measure Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Size of place***          
 Urban 593 15.6%    128 3.5%   
 Suburban 667 17.7%    147 4.1%   
 Exurban 428 21.7%    80 3.2%   
 Micropolitan 100 20.7%    21 4.2%   
 Rural 389 23.7%    63 3.8%   
Race***          
 White 1,789 20.7%    331 3.7%   
 Non-White 388 12.7%    108 3.7%   
Sex***          
 Male 876 16.7%    158 3.1%   
 Female 1,301 20.3%    281 4.2%   
Age***   50.3 17.0    49.8 15.9 
Income***    46,869.91 40,212.36    36,959.29 33,233.38 
Unemployment***          
 No 1,207 17.0%    226 3.3%   
 Yes 96 18.2%    31 6.4%   
Educational 
attainment** 

         

 No BA  1,619 19.4%    346 4.1%   
 BA+ 557 16.8%    93 2.8%   
Marital status          
 Not married 1,202 18.0%    268 4.1%   
 Married 974 19.2%    171 3.3%   
Homeownership**          
 No 388 17.3%    102 4.7%   
 Yes 791 21.3%    169 4.4%   
Year***          
 2006 275 12.8%    57 2.4%   
 2008 323 22.9%    51 3.8%   
 2010 300 21.6%    52 4.2%   
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Table 2-4 
 
(continued) 

Measure Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
n % M SD  n % M SD 

Year***          
 2012 306 23.4%    71 4.0%   
 2014 353 19.5%    61 3.5%   
 2016 390 19.7%    102 5.3%   
 2018 230 13.5%    45 2.7%   
Religion***          
 Protestant 1,121 19.9%    231 4.0%   
 Catholic 424 15.1%    86 3.2%   
 None 446 19.9%    86 3.8%   
 Other 167 18.1%    33 3.0%   
Political party 
affiliation** 

         

 Democrat 690 17.4%    139 3.6%   
 Republican 507 19.5%    82 2.7%   
 Independent/Other 964 19.1%    212 4.2%   
Number of 
children** 

  1.9 1.6    2.0 1.7 

Notes. Unweighted counts and weighted percentages are presented. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the statement “the 
way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living”. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 2-5 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic 
Regression by Place Variables, Individual-Level Variables, and Control Variables  

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region       
 Midwest 1.04 .91, 1.18 .97 .85, 1.10 .94 .83, 1.07 
 South .81** .70, .93 .80** .70, .91 .76*** .67, .87 
 West .83* .70, .99 .83* .72, .97 .80** .69, .93 
Size of place       
 Suburban 1.11 .99, 1.25 1.10 .97, 1.26 1.11 .98, 1.23 
 Exurban 1.24* 1.05, 1.46 1.20* 1.02, 1.42 1.23** 1.05, 1.27 
 Micropolitan 1.19 .98, 1.46 1.06 .87, 1.30 1.06 .88, 1.27 
 Rural  1.38*** 1.16, 1.63 1.20* 1.01, 1.42 1.20* 1.02, 1.40 
Race       
 Non-White   .67*** .60, .75 .67*** .59, .76 
Sex       
 Female   1.24*** 1.12, 1.37 1.28*** 1.16, 1.41 
Age   1.01*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income   1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment       
 Yes   1.21 .96, 1.52 1.13 .89 1.44 
Educational attainment       
 BA+   .95 .84, 1.08 .92 .81, 1.05 
Homeownership        
 Yes   1.14 .99, 1.31 1.16* 1.01, 1.34 
Year       
 2008     1.68*** 1.39, 2.03 
 2010     1.66*** 1.35, 2.03 
 2012     1.82*** 1.52, 2.17 
 2014     1.53*** 1.27, 1.84 
 2016     1.59*** 1.34, 1.87 
 2018     1.17 .97, 1.43 
Religion       
 Catholic     .76*** .67, .86 
 None     1.09 .94, 1.27 
 Other     .88 .71, 1.08 
Political party affiliation       
 Republican     .87 .76, 1.00 
 Independent/Other      1.11 .98, 1.25 
Number of children      .96 .93, 1.00 
Constant cut 1 -1.69*** -1.84, -1.53 -1.46*** -1.73, -1.19 -1.12*** -1.42, -.83 
Constant cut 2 .46*** .32, .60 .74*** .50, .99 1.12*** .84, 1.39 
Constant cut 3 1.27*** 1.13, 1.41 1.58*** 1.33, 1.83 1.96*** 1.69, 2.24 
Constant cut 4 3.30*** 3.12, 3.49 3.64*** 3.37, 3.92 4.05*** 3.72, 4.37 
N 11,220 11,220 11,220 
Model fit  F(7, 665) = 4.73*** F(19, 653) = 17.25*** F(34, 638) = 17.86*** 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured 
with the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance 
of improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are Northeast; Large city; White; Male; No; No 
BA; No; 2006; Protestant; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 2-6 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic 
Regression by Place Variables, Individual-Level Variables, Control Variables, and the Interactions of 
Individual-Level Variables  

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region       
 Midwest .94 .83, 1.06 .94 .83, 1.08 .94 .83, 1.07 
 South .76*** .67, .87 .76*** .67, .87 .76*** .67, .87 
 West .80** .69, .93 .80** .69, .93 .80** .69, .93 
Size of place       
 Suburban 1.11 .98, 1.23 1.11 .98, 1.27 1.11 .97, 1.27 
 Exurban 1.23* 1.05, 1.43 1.23** 1.06, 1.44 1.23** 1.05, 1.43 
 Micropolitan 1.06 .88, 1.27 1.06 .88, 1.27 1.06 .88, 1.27 
 Rural  1.19* 1.02, 1.39 1.20* 1.03, 1.41 1.20* 1.02, 1.40 
Race       
 Non-White .62*** .54, .71 .67*** .59, .76 .62*** .54, .71 
Sex       
 Female 1.27*** 1.15, 1.41 1.28*** 1.16, 1.41 1.28*** 1.16, 1.41 
Age 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment       
 Yes 1.13 .88, 1.45 1.33* 1.01, 1.76 1.33* 1.01, 1.76 
Educational attainment       
 BA+ .86* .75, .99 .92 .81, 1.05 .86* .75, .99 
Homeownership        
 Yes 1.16* 1.00, 1.34 1.16* 1.01, 1.34 1.16* 1.01, 1.34 
Year       
 2008 1.67*** 1.38, 2.02 1.68*** 1.39, 2.03 1.67*** 1.38, 2.02 
 2010 1.66*** 1.35, 2.03 1.66*** 1.35, 2.03 1.65*** 1.35, 2.03 
 2012 1.81*** 1.52, 2.16 1.81*** 1.52, 2.17 1.81*** 1.51, 2.16 
 2014 1.53*** 1.27, 1.83 1.53** 1.27, 1.83 1.52*** 1.27, 1.83 
 2016 1.58*** 1.34, 1.87 1.59*** 1.35, 1.88 1.59*** 1.34, 1.87 
 2018 1.17 .96, 1.42 1.17 .97, 1.43 1.17 .96, 1.42 
Religion       
 Catholic .76*** .67, .87 .76*** .67, .86 .76*** .67, .87 
 None 1.09 .94, 1.27 1.09 .94, 1.27 1.09 .94, 1.27 
 Other .87 .70, 1.07 .88 .71, 1.08 .86 .70, 1.07 
Political party affiliation       
 Republican .87* .76, 1.00 .87 .76, 1.00 .87* .76, .99 
 Independent/Other  1.10 .97, 1.25 1.11 .98, 1.25 1.10 .97, 1.24 
Number of children  .97 .64, 1.58 .96 .93, 1.00 .97 .93, 1.00 
Non-White X BA+ 1.38* 1.02, 1.86   1.37* 1.01, 1.85 
Age X Unemployment   1.02* 1.00, 1.04 1.02* 1.00, 1.04 
Constant cut 1 -1.16*** -1.45, -.86 -1.16*** -1.49, -.82 -1.19*** -1.52, -.86 
Constant cut 2 1.08*** .80, 1.36 1.08** .75, 1.41 1.05** .72, 1.38 
Constant cut 3 1.93*** 1.65, 2.21 1.93*** 1.60, 2.26 1.90*** 1.56, 2.23 
Constant cut 4 4.01*** 3.68, 4.34 4.02*** 3.64, 4.39 3.98*** 3.62, 4.35 
N 11,220 11,220 11,220 
Model fit  F(36, 636) = 17.19*** F(36, 636) = 20.02*** F(38, 634) = 20.09** 
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Table 2-6 
 
(continued) 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured 
with the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance 
of improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are Northeast; Large city; White; Male; No; No 
BA; No; 2006; Protestant; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DIFFERENT CONTEXTS 

 

The previous chapter found that different compositions of people do not fully 

explain why place matters for Americans’ pessimism about the American Dream. Place 

may influence pessimism about the American Dream because different places have 

different contexts. Research indicates that county-level demographic factors and social 

and economic factors are independently associated with individual well-being scores 

(Roy et al. 2018). Ellis (2017) finds that the impact of county-level contextual factors on 

beliefs about meritocracy is largely independent of individual factors. Baybeck and 

McClurg (2005) similarly find that beliefs about the local context, in terms of politics, 

educational attainment, and finances, are influenced by community conditions, even after 

controlling for individual factors. They argue that “scholars interested in individual 

behavior should at least consider the geographic environment in which an individual lives 

when examining the factors that influence political behavior and attitudes” (Baybeck and 

McClurg 2005: 518). Building on the previous chapter that is focused on individual-level 

characteristics, this chapter explores the effect of those same characteristics at the county-

level.  

Differences in Pessimism by Place 

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, I am able to infer that there is a significant 

relationship between place, both region and size of place, and pessimism about the 

American Dream in the analytic sample used in this chapter. In terms of region, 
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respondents who live in the Northeast and the Midwest were more likely to be pessimistic 

than respondents who live in the South and the West. In terms of size of place, 

respondents who live in suburban, exurban, micropolitan, and rural areas were more 

likely to be pessimistic than respondents who live in urban areas. This chapter examines 

whether these differences are due to the different contexts of people in different places 

(different regions and places of different sizes).  

 My findings in this chapter suggest that the influence of living in the Midwest as 

compared to the Northeast on pessimism about the American Dream may also be because 

different places have different age contexts. Additionally, living in the West as compared 

to the Northeast, a in suburban area as compared to an urban area, or in a rural area as 

compared to an urban area may be attributed to different places having different age 

contexts. Different contexts, however, do not explain the influence of living in the South 

as compared to the Northeast.  

I find that county-level age context is associated with pessimism about the 

American Dream. In particular, living in a county with a higher mean age was associated 

with increased odds of pessimism compared to living in a county with a lower mean age. 

Surprisingly, county-level age was the only statistically significant county-level variable.  

Literature Review 

Research suggests that context can influence individuals consciously and/or 

subconsciously. The objective conditions of a place have been found to influence 

individual attitudes and beliefs regarding politics, the economy, social trust, and sense of 

community. As Schoon and Mortimer (2017) explain, “values and beliefs can be 

understood as indicators, reflecting how individuals interpret and respond to contextual 
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circumstances” (5). Looking at the United States overall, Wolak and Peterson (2020) 

argue that belief in the American Dream is responsive to real-world conditions. For 

example, a strong economy increases individual optimism about the American Dream. 

They suggest that their findings support the general notion of a rational public (Page and 

Shapiro 1992) where people respond rationally to current circumstances. Research cited 

below suggests that the county-level context of race, age, income, unemployment, 

educational attainment, marital status, and homeownership may affect pessimism about 

the American Dream. Research has not indicated that the sex context of a county affects 

individual attitudes and beliefs, and county-level sex was not significantly related to 

pessimism at the bivariate level.  

County-Level Contexts 

Race 

Research suggests that the racial/ethnic context of places where people live 

influences attitudes and beliefs. Scala and Johnson (2017) find both the percentage of 

Black residents in a county and the percentage of Hispanic residents in a county are 

associated with Democratic support for presidential candidates. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, research suggests that Republicans and conservative Americans tend to 

be more optimistic and likely to endorse meritocratic beliefs than Democrats and liberal 

Americans (Jost and Amodio 2012; Chambers et al. 2015; Kraus and Tan 2015). This 

influence may be due to the objective structural conditions of communities that result 

from its racial/ethnic context. There has been varied and unequal development of 

institutions and industries in areas with large Black populations (Chetty et al. 2014). In 

Wilson’s (1987) influential work on ‘neighborhood effects’, he argues that historical and 
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contemporary forces such as changes in the economy and the outmigration of middle-

class Black people created economically disadvantaged and isolated urban neighborhoods 

of predominantly Black residents. Wilson’s (1987) ideas have spurred a robust research 

agenda on ‘neighborhood effects’ and how they affect social processes (Sampson, 

Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 2002). Wilson (1996) suggests that neighborhood 

economic disinvestment can lead to a sense of hopelessness amongst residents of these 

areas.  

2018 U.S. Census population estimates indicate that the highest concentration of 

Black Americans remain in counties in the South (Frey 2019). Analysis of 2012-2016 

American Community Survey data indicates that rural counties have the largest 

percentage of population who are non-Hispanic White (79% of residents), followed by 

suburban counties (68% of residents), and then urban counties (44% of residents) (Parker 

et al. 2018). The influence of the racial context where people live on their attitudes and 

beliefs, and the variation in racial context in the United States by region and size of place, 

suggests that the racial context of a resident’s county may contribute to the impact of 

place on pessimism about the American Dream.  

Age 

Research additionally indicates that the age context of a place influences attitudes 

and beliefs. Bramlett (2012) finds that adults living in aging communities, or counties 

with large proportions of older adults, are less politically efficacious than their peers 

living in places without the same age profile. Bramlett (2012) suggests that the age 

context impacts residents through social interaction in the community with older people 

and through the available cognitive content (for example, older age-related content in the 
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local media or interest group mobilization efforts with the older population as the primary 

target).  

The Population Reference Bureau indicates that older adults are more 

concentrated in counties in Florida, the Appalachian region, and parts of the upper 

Midwest and Northwest and that most counties in the West have smaller shares of older 

adults (Mather et al. 2019). Scala and Johnson (2017) find that the proportion of the 

population between the ages of 18 and 29 is greatest in large and small urban core 

counties and is lowest in remote rural counties. Analysis of 2012-2016 American 

Community Survey data similarly indicates that there is a higher share of adults aged 65 

and older in rural counties (18% of residents) than in suburban counties (15% of 

residents) and urban counties (13% of residents) (Parker et al. 2018). The influence of the 

age context where people live on their attitudes and beliefs, and the variation in age 

context in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that the age context of a 

resident’s county may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American 

Dream. 

Income 

The income context of a place, conceptualized as median household income or 

households living in poverty, also influences beliefs and attitudes. Ellis (2017) finds that 

those who live in counties with lower median household incomes are more likely to view 

poverty through the lens of societal causes and understand that societal factors matter to 

understanding why people are poor. He suggests that people living in economically 

depressed areas, who are less likely to see poverty as individual failing, may be more 

pessimistic about meritocracy and the American Dream. Cohen-Marks and Stout (2011) 
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similarly find that White people who live in census tracts with higher median home 

values are more optimistic about their chances of achieving the American Dream than 

White people who live in census tracts with lower median home values. Using optimism 

about future home ownership as a proxy for optimism about the American Dream, Barnes 

and Jaret (2003) additionally find that individuals living in a low poverty census tract (in 

which 0.00-19.99% of households live in poverty) are more optimistic than individuals 

living in a slightly more impoverished census tract (in which 25.00-29.99% of 

households live in poverty).  

Data from the Current Population Survey on the percentage of people in poverty 

by state 2018-2019 shows variation by region. Of the ten states with the highest 

percentage of people in poverty, nine are in the South. States with the lowest percentage 

of people in poverty tend to be in the Northeast and the Midwest (Semega et al. 2020). 

The poverty measures used by the Current Population Survey are based on family 

income, family size, and family composition (U.S. Census Bureau 2021). Scala and 

Johnson (2017) find that the percentage of the population with a higher median family 

income is greater in counties in large urban cores, suburbs of large urban cores, and 

smaller urban cores than counties in other areas. The influence of the income context 

where people live on their attitudes and beliefs, and the variation in income context in the 

United States by region and size of place, suggests that the income context of a resident’s 

county may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Unemployment 

Research suggests that the unemployment context of a place influences attitudes 

and beliefs. Using data from Denmark, Bisgaard, Sønderskov, and Dinesen (2016) find 
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that the proportion of unemployed people residing in a person’s immediate neighborhood 

(defined as within a radius from 80 to 250 meters of the respondents place of residence; 

or roughly 262 to 820 feet) significantly predicts perceptions of national economic 

conditions when controlling for unemployment measured at more aggregate levels 

(within a radius of 2,500 meters of the respondents place of residence; or roughly 1.55 

miles), municipality characteristics, political ideology, and other individual and 

contextual characteristics, including unemployment within the individual’s home. They 

suggest that an individual’s social context may influence judgments about national 

economic conditions in conscious and/or subconscious ways. Theories of social influence 

suggest that people obtain economically relevant information by observing or directly 

interacting with others in various social contexts. For example, learning about neighbors 

who have lost their jobs may influence someone to reason that the underlying cause is a 

societal problem rather a lack of personal effort. More subconsciously, work on 

accessibility bias in cognitive psychology suggests that passively and regularly noting 

financial distress in one’s social surrounding increases the likelihood of an individual 

having negative perceptions of the economy.  

Data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics on the unemployment rate for counties 

in 2018 shows that of the fifty counties with the highest unemployment rate, almost all 

are in the West or the South, a few are in the Midwest, and none are in the Northeast 

(Stebbins 2018). Data from the Current Population Survey indicates that the 

unemployment rate in rural counties in 2018 was higher (4.2%) than the unemployment 

rate in urban counties (3.9%) (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2019). The influence of 

the unemployment context where people live on their attitudes and beliefs, and the 
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variation in unemployment context in the United States by region and size of place, 

suggests that the unemployment context of a resident’s county may contribute to the 

impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Educational Attainment 

The educational attainment context of a place has also been shown to influence 

attitudes and beliefs. Using data from Denmark, Dinesen and Sønderskov (2015) note 

that the mean level of education in a residential surrounding, a control variable in their 

analysis, has a significant effect on social trust. Their findings indicate that living among 

better-educated neighbors increases social trust. Dinesen and Sønderskov (2015) suggest 

that individuals’ social trust is influenced by experiences within their social environment. 

Social trust may impact optimism about one’s economic opportunities by creating a sense 

of community belonging (Bandelj and Lanuza 2018). Additionally, social trust is 

associated with economic growth (Dinesen and Sønderskov 2015). Young, Levy, and 

Higgins (2004) also find that county-level educational attainment, particularly the percent 

of the population that obtained a bachelor’s degree or more, has a positive relationship 

with economic growth. Economic growth provides an environment of hope and impacts 

one’s standard of living (Wilcox, Lerman, and Price 2015).  

Analysis of 2015-2019 American Community Survey data shows that counties in 

the Northeast have the highest average rate of residents 25 years and older with at least a 

bachelor’s degree (29.8%), followed by counties in the West (25.4%), Midwest (21.9%), 

and South (19.7%) (McElrath and Martin 2021). Scala and Johnson (2017) find that the 

percentage of the population with a college degree is greater in counties in large urban 

cores, suburbs of large urban cores, and smaller urban cores than counties in other areas. 
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The influence of the educational attainment context where people live on their attitudes 

and beliefs, and the variation in educational attainment context in the United States by 

region and size of place, suggests that the educational attainment context of a resident’s 

county may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Marital Status 

Although less explicit, research suggests that the marital status context of a place 

can influence attitudes and beliefs. Wilcox et al. (2015) find that higher levels of 

marriage, and especially higher levels of married-parent families, are strongly associated 

with more economic growth at the state-level. Drawing on data from the Current 

Population Survey, the Elementary and Secondary Information System, and the Uniform 

Crime Report, they suggest this association may be due to the impact of marriage on 

men’s labor force participation (even as it reduces women’s labor force participation), the 

impact of marriage on household income, the impact of marriage on human capital 

accumulation, and the impact of marriage on public safety. Wilcox et al. (2015) note that 

the context of economic growth provides an environment of hope and impacts one’s 

standard of living. Lawless and Lucas (2011) find a correlation between the percentage of 

people who are married in a county and average life satisfaction, and this association 

remains after controlling for age and income.  

Analyses from the National Center for Family & Marriage Research and the 

Center for Family & Demographic Research on the county-level adjusted marriage rate 

per 1,000 in 2010 shows slight variation by region. The adjusted marriage rate represents 

the number of people who married per 1,000 single people and are drawn from county 

court record data and American Community Survey data. States with counties with a 



 
 

80 
 

higher adjusted marriage rate per 1,000 in 2010 tend to be in the West and the South 

(Bowling Green State University 2010). Mazur (2016) notes that married-couple 

households comprise 58.6% of all households in rural areas and 45.8% of all households 

in urban areas. The influence of the marital status context where people live on their 

attitudes and beliefs, and the variation in marital status context in the United States by 

region and size of place, suggests that the marital status context of a resident’s county 

may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism about the American Dream. 

Homeownership  

The homeownership context of a place additionally influences attitudes and 

beliefs. Looking at the United States overall, Wolak and Peterson (2020) find that higher 

rates of homeownership correspond to an increasing belief in the American Dream. They 

suggest that their findings confirm that homeownership has long been thought of as a way 

of achieving the American Dream. Additionally, their findings indicate that public 

optimism about the attainability of the American Dream is influenced by the government 

acting in ways that enable more Americans to own their home. At the community level, 

research suggests that homeownership rates reduce criminal activity (Ni and Decker 

2009). As Ni and Decker (2009) explain, people are influenced by the behavior and 

characteristics of their neighbors and homeowners may be more attached to and active in 

their communities. A sense of community belonging has a positive impact on optimism 

about economic opportunities (Bandelj and Lanuza 2018).  

Using data from the 2015 American Community Survey, Ford (2017) highlights 

regional variation in county-level homeownership rates. In addition to a number of 

counties in California, there are clusters of counties in the South and in the Northeast that 
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have homeownership rates lower than the national mean. Data from the American 

Community Survey indicates that in 2016, the homeownership rate in urban counties was 

59.8% whereas the homeownership rate in rural counties was 81.1%. This may be 

because the median age for the adult population is higher in rural areas and the likelihood 

of owning one’s home increases as age increases. Additionally, marriage rates are higher 

in rural areas and the homeownership rate for married-couple households is higher than 

the homeownership rate for non-married households. Housing costs, including a 

mortgage, utilities, real estate taxes, and property insurance, are also not as high in rural 

areas as they are in urban areas (Mazur 2016). The influence of the homeownership 

context where people live on their attitudes and beliefs, and the variation in 

homeownership context in the United States by region and size of place, suggests that the 

homeownership context of a resident’s county may contribute to the impact of place on 

pessimism about the American Dream. 

Hypotheses 

Drawing on the reviewed literature and my preliminary analyses, I developed five 

hypotheses regarding the significant relationships between region and pessimism about 

the American Dream and size of place and pessimism about the American Dream. In my 

multivariate analyses, Northeast is the reference group for region and urban is the 

reference group for size of place.  

• Hypothesis 1: Respondents who live in the Midwest are more pessimistic about 

the American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they live 

in counties that have a higher percentage of older people and they live in counties 

that have a lower percentage of people with a bachelor’s degree or above.  
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• Hypothesis 2: Respondents who live in the South are less pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they live in 

counties that have a higher percentage of married people. 

• Hypothesis 3: Respondents who live in the West are less pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who live in the Northeast because they live in 

counties that have a lower percentage of older people and they live in counties 

that have a higher percentage of married people.  

• Hypothesis 4: Respondents who live in suburban areas (including exurban areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they live in counties that have a higher percentage of older 

people.  

• Hypothesis 5: Respondents who live in rural areas (including micropolitan areas) 

are more pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents who live in 

urban areas because they live in counties that have a lower percentage of younger 

people (and a higher percentage of older people) and they live in counties that 

have a higher percentage of unemployed people.  

Data and Methods 

Data 

Building on the previous chapter, this analysis utilizes data from both the General 

Social Survey (GSS) and IPUMS USA (IPUMS). IPUMS contains national 

representative microdata drawn from fifteen federal censuses and the American 

Community Surveys (ACS) of 2000-present. Each IPUMS record is a person, and, in 

most samples, persons are organized into households (Ruggles et al. 2019). For this 
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analysis, data was drawn from the ACS 5-year samples ranging from 2005-2017. The 5-

year files are a 5-in-100 national random sample of the population and document a total 

of 5% of the population. While IPUMS originally stood for Integrated Public Use 

Microdata Series, it has not been used as an acronym since 2016 (University of 

Minnesota 2022).  

GSS data and IPUMS data were merged using county-level Federal Information 

Processing Standard (FIPS) codes. FIPS codes are numbers that uniquely identify 

geographic areas. County-level FIPS codes have five digits and the first two are the FIPS 

code of the state to which the county belongs. Respondents’ counties at the time of the 

GSS interview, measured with FIPS codes, were obtained under special contractual 

arrangement with the GSS. Within IPUMS, the county FIPS codes were state dependent, 

so they had to be combined with the state FIPS codes to distinguish counties located in 

different states and create an overall FIPS code for each county. 

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

Pessimism about the American Dream was again measured with the GSS 

question: “The way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good 

chance of improving our standard of living – do you agree or disagree?”. This variable 

was coded as a scale of increasing pessimism: 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = 

Neither, 4 = Disagree, and 5 = Strongly Disagree. 

Place Variables 

Place variables were again drawn from the GSS data. The region of the interview 

was coded as 1 = Northeast, 2 = Midwest, 3 = South, and 4 = West. The size of place of 
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the interview was coded as 1 = Urban, 2 = Suburban, 3 = Exurban, 4 = Micropolitan, and 

5 = Rural.  

Individual-Level Variables 

Individual-level variables were again drawn from the GSS data. Race was coded 

as 1 = White, 2 = Non-White. Sex was coded as 1 = Male, 2 = Female. Age of respondent 

ranged from 18-89+. Income ranged from 350.50-178,712.50. Unemployment was coded 

as 1 = No, 2 = Yes. Education was coded as 1 = No BA, 2 = BA+. Marital status was 

coded as 1 = Not Married, 2 = Married. Homeownership was coded as 1 = No, 2 = Yes.  

Control Variables  

Control variables were again drawn from the GSS data. The interview years 

include 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018. Religion was coded as 1 = 

Protestant, 2 = Catholic, 3 = None, 4 = Other. Political party affiliation was coded as 1 = 

Democrat, 2 = Republican, 3 = Independent/Other. Number of children was measured 

from 0-8, with 8 including eight or more.  

County-Level Variables 

County-level characteristics were drawn from IPUMS data. To match the GSS 

data, the IPUMS data were restricted to respondents 18 years and older. Next, eight 

household-level and person-level variables were collapsed by their FIPS codes. The 

appropriate weight variable, HHWT or PERWT, was applied depending on whether the 

variable was household-level or person-level. HHWT indicates how many households in 

the United States population are represented by a given household in an IPUMS sample 

and PERWT indicates how may persons in the United States population are represented 

by a given person in an IPUMS sample. Once the county-level variables were merged 
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with the GSS data, the analytic sample decreased (N = 7,427) because not every county in 

the GSS data was in the IPUMS data. Because counties are not identified in public-use 

microdata from 1950 onwards, IPUMS identifies counties, where possible, from other 

low-level geographic identifiers. Counties are identified if and only if: 1) they are 

coterminous with a single State Economic Area (SEA), county group, or Public Use 

Microdata Area (PUMA) or 2) they contain multiple SEAs, county groups, or PUMAs, 

none of which extend into other counties (IPUMS USA 2022). Appendix C lists the 

counties that are identified, as well as some that are not identified, by IPUMS.  

Race, a person-level variable, was coded as 0 = White, 1 = Non-White. Non-White 

includes respondents who identified as Black/African American/Negro, American Indian 

or Alaska Native, Chinese, Japanese, Other Asian Pacific Islander, Other Race, Two 

Major Races, and Three or More Major Races. Sex, a person-level variable, was coded as 

0 = Male, 1 = Female. Age, a person-level variable, ranged from 18-97. Income, a 

person-level variable, ranged from -$42,651-$3,231,404. A negative value indicates a 

loss of income. IPUMS measured total family income in the previous 12 months and the 

dollar amounts were standardized to dollars as valued in the final year of the data 

included in the file. Once the IPUMS variables were collapsed by their FIPS codes, the 

variables reflected the mean percentage of Non-White people, the mean percentage of 

female people, the mean age, and the mean income in each county.  

As seen in Table 3-1, the average mean percentage of Non-White people in 

counties was 28% (SD = 15%), the average mean percentage of female people in counties 

was 52% (SD = 1%), the average mean age in counties was 49.51 (SD = 2.19), and the 

average mean income in counties was $81,921.29 (SD = $17,969.86). 
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Unemployment, a person-level variable, was coded as 0 = No, 1 = Yes. IPUMS 

measured employment status to indicate whether the individual was employed, 

unemployed, or not in the labor force. Those not in the labor force were coded as 

missing. Educational attainment, a person-level variable, was coded as 0 = No BA, 1 = 

BA+. IPUMS measured educational attainment to indicate the highest year of school or 

degree completed. Individuals with a bachelor’s degree or above (including master’s 

degree, professional degree beyond a bachelor’s degree, and doctoral degree) were coded 

as BA+. Individuals with any other level of educational attainment were coded as No BA. 

Marital status, a person-level variable, was coded as 0 = Not Married, 1 = Married. 

IPUMS measured current marital status. Individuals who were separated, divorced, 

widowed, or never married/single were coded as Not Married. Individuals who were 

married, with spouse present or married, with spouse absent were coded as Married. 

Homeownership, a household-level variable, was coded as 0 = No, 1 = Yes. IPUMS 

measured whether the housing unit was rented or owned. Housing units that were rented 

were coded as No and housing units that were owned or being bought with a loan were 

coded as Yes. Housing units that were marked as N/A were coded as missing. Once the 

IPUMS variables were collapsed by their FIPS codes, the variables reflected the mean 

percentage of unemployed people in each county, the mean percentage of people with a 

bachelor’s degree or above in each county, the mean percentage of married people in 

each county, and the mean percentage of people who own their home each county. 

As seen in Table 3-1, the average mean percentage of unemployed people in 

counties was 8% (SD = 2%), the average mean percentage of people with a bachelor’s 

degree or above in counties was 28% (SD = 8%), the average mean percentage of married 
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people in counties was 50% (SD = 7%), and the average mean percentage of people who 

own their home in counties was 66% (SD = 10%).  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using Stata/MP 14.0 (StataCorp 2015). The GSS 

weight variable, WTSSALL, was again applied to all analyses to account for the GSS’s 

complex sampling frame (NORC 2021b). 

For bivariate analyses, one-way ANOVAs were used to determine whether 

county-level variables differed based on place (region and size of place) and whether 

county-level variables differed based on pessimism.  

For multivariate analyses, multilevel ordered logistic regression, where 

respondents were nested in their county of residence, was used to determine whether the 

place variables influenced pessimism after considering the individual-level variables, the 

control variables, and the county-level variables. As previously mentioned, ordered 

logistic regression is preferable, compared to OLS regression, with an ordinal outcome 

variable (Mouw and Sobel 2001). County-level sex and county-level income were not 

included in the multivariate analyses because they were not significantly related to 

pessimism at the bivariate level.  

As seen in Table 3-2, some of the county-level variables were highly correlated 

with one another with correlation coefficients (r) greater than ±0.60. To resolve concerns 

about multicollinearity and to ensure that he VIF of each predictor was below 2.50 

(Allison 2012), county-level variables that were highly correlated with one another (race 

and marital status; race and homeownership; marital status and homeownership) were not 

included in the same model in the multivariate analyses.  
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The multivariate results are again reported as odds ratios reflecting either no 

change (OR = 1), an increase (OR > 1), or a decrease (OR < 1) in the odds of being in a 

higher category of the outcome variable; in this analysis, no change, an increase, or a 

decrease in the odds of pessimism. As previously mentioned, because the results are 

reported as odds ratios, the effects are not comparable across models due to concerns 

about unobserved heterogeneity across the models (Mood 2010).  

Results 

Bivariate Analyses 

As seen in Table 3-3, I am able to infer that there are significant relationships 

between the county-level variables and region. Respondents living in counties with a 

higher mean percentage of Non-White people were less likely to live in the Midwest. 

Respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of females were slightly 

less likely to live in the West. Respondents living in counties with a higher mean age 

were more likely to live in the Northeast and respondents living in counties with a lower 

mean age were more likely to live in the West. Respondents living in counties with a 

higher mean income were more likely to live in the Northeast and respondents living in 

counties with a with a lower mean income were more likely to live in the South. 

Respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of unemployed people 

were slightly more likely to live in the West. Respondents living in counties with a higher 

mean percentage of people with a BA+ were more likely to live in the Northeast. 

Respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of married people were 

more likely to live in the West. Respondents with a higher mean percentage of 
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homeowners were more likely to live in the Midwest. Overall, these findings are 

consistent with previous research. 

As seen in Table 3-4, I am able to infer that there are significant relationships 

between the county-level variables and size of place. Respondents living in counties with 

a higher mean percentage of Non-White people were more likely to live in micropolitan 

areas and less likely to live in exurban areas. Respondents living in counties with a higher 

mean percentage of females were slightly less likely to live in micropolitan areas. 

Respondents living in counties with a higher mean age were more likely to live in 

micropolitan areas and respondents living in counties with a lower mean age were more 

likely to live in urban areas. Respondents living in counties with a higher mean income 

were more likely to live in suburban areas and respondents living in counties with a lower 

mean income were more likely to live in rural areas. Respondents living in counties with 

a higher mean percentage of unemployed people were more likely to live in rural areas. 

Respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of people with a BA+ were 

more likely to live in suburban areas. Respondents living in counties with a higher mean 

percentage of married people were more likely to live in exurban areas. Respondents 

living in counties with a higher mean percentage of homeowners were more likely to live 

in exurban areas and less likely to live in urban areas. Overall, these findings are 

consistent with previous research. Previous research suggests, however, that a higher 

percentage of Non-White people are more likely to live in urban or suburban areas than 

in rural areas and that homeownership rates are lower in rural areas than in other areas.  

As seen in Table 3-5, I am able to infer that there is a significant relationship 

between most of the county-level variables (aside from county-level sex and county-level 
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income which were also not significant when the bivariate analyses were unweighted) 

and pessimism about the American Dream. Respondents in counties with a higher mean 

percentage of Non-White people were more likely to strongly agree that they and their 

family have a good chance of improving their standard of living. Respondents living in 

counties with a higher mean age were slightly more likely to agree, to strongly agree, or 

be neutral that they and their family have a good chance of improving their standard of 

living. Respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of people with a 

BA+ were slightly more likely to both agree that they and their family have a good 

chance of improving their standard of living or to be neutral. Respondents living in 

counties with a higher mean percentage of married people were more likely to disagree 

that they and their family have a good chance of improving their standard of living as 

were respondents living in counties with a higher mean percentage of homeowners. 

Overall, these findings are consistent with previous research. Previous research suggests, 

however, that respondents living in counties with more married people and with more 

homeowners are more likely to be optimistic, and less likely to be pessimistic, about the 

American Dream. Additionally, although previous research has not identified an 

association between county-level sex and pessimism, it does suggest there would be an 

association between county-level income and pessimism. 

Multivariate Analyses 

Model 1 

In Model 1 (see Table 3-6), the regression model from the previous chapter (with 

the place variables, the individual-level variables, and the control variables regressed on 

pessimism about the American Dream) was analyzed with this chapter’s smaller analytic 
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sample to confirm that both region and size of place remained significant. Living in the 

South (OR = 0.76, p < 0.01) and living in the West (OR = 0.80, p < 0.05) were again 

associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to living in the Northeast. Unlike 

the previous chapter, living in a micropolitan area was associated with increased odds of 

pessimism compared to living in an urban area (OR = 1.23, p < 0.05) although living in 

an exurban area or a rural area was not significant. This could be because of the reduced 

sample size that was analyzed in this chapter. In particular, counties in rural areas and 

micropolitan areas may not be identified by IPUMS. As previously mentioned, because 

counties are not identified in public-use microdata from 1950 onwards, IPUMS identifies 

counties, where possible, from other low-level geographic identifiers. Counties are 

identified if and only if: 1) they are coterminous with a single State Economic Area 

(SEA), county group, or Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA) or 2) they contain multiple 

SEAs, county groups, or PUMAs, none of which extend into other counties (IPUMS 

USA 2022).  

In terms of individual-level characteristics, being Non-White was again associated 

with decreased odds of pessimism compared to being White (OR = 0.71, p < 0.001), and 

being female was again associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to being 

male (OR = 1.30, p < 0.001). Age (OR = 1.02, p < 0.001) and income (OR = 1.00, p < 

0.001) were also both again associated with increased odds of pessimism. Unlike the 

previous chapter, homeownership was not significant. This could be because of the 

reduced sample size that was analyzed in this chapter.  

In terms of the control variables, 2008 (OR =1.68, p < 0.001), 2010 (OR = 1.67, p 

< 0.001), 2012 (OR = 1.75, p < 0.001), 2014 (OR = 1.48, p < 0.001), and 2016 (OR = 
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1.52, p < 0.001) were again all associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to 

2006. Unlike the previous chapter, 2018 was also associated with increased odds of 

pessimism compared to 2006 (OR = 1.35, p < 0.01). Being Catholic was again associated 

with decreased odds of pessimism compared to being Protestant (OR = 0.77, p < 0.01). 

Unlike the previous chapter, number of children was associated with decreased odds of 

pessimism (OR = 0.94, p < 0.05). As previously mentioned, this could be because of the 

reduced sample size that was analyzed in this chapter. 

Model 2 

In Model 2 (see Table 3-6), county-level characteristics (race, age, 

unemployment, and educational attainment) were added to the regression and size of 

place was no longer significant. Region remained significant with living in the South 

again associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to living in the Northeast 

(OR = 0.80, p < 0.01). Only one county-level characteristic, age, was significant. Living 

in a county with a higher mean age was associated with increased odds of pessimism 

compared to living in a county with a lower mean age (OR = 1.05, p < 0.001).  

Being Non-White was associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to 

being White (OR = 0.73, p < 0.001) and being female was associated with increased odds 

of pessimism compared to being male (OR = 1.30, p < 0.001). Age (OR = 1.02, p < 

0.001) and income (OR = 1.00, p < 0.001) were both associated with increased odds of 

pessimism.  

In terms of year, 2008 (OR =1.67, p < 0.001), 2010 (OR = 1.66, p < 0.001), 2012 

(OR = 1.73, p < 0.001), 2014 (OR = 1.46, p < 0.01), 2016 (OR = 1.49, p < 0.001), and 

2018 (OR = 1.34, p < 0.01) were all associated with increased odds of pessimism 
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compared to 2006. Being Catholic was associated with decreased odds of pessimism 

compared to being Protestant (OR = 0.76, p < 0.01). Number of children was also 

associated with decreased odds of pessimism (OR = 0.95, p < 0.05). 

Models 3 and 4 

In Models 3 and 4 (see Table 3-6), the regression was run again with the other 

combinations of county-level variables that were not highly correlated with one another: 

age, unemployment, educational attainment, and marital status (Model 3); age, 

unemployment, educational attainment, and homeownership (Model 4). Across these two 

models, findings were consistent with Model 2 described above. In particular, living in 

the South was associated with decreased odds of pessimism compared to living in the 

Northeast, size of place was not significant, living in a county with a higher mean age 

was associated with increased odds of pessimism compared to living in a county with a 

lower mean age, and other county-level variables were not significant. 

Discussion 

These findings confirm that place matters in Americans’ pessimism about the 

American Dream. After adding the county-level characteristics to the regression, region 

remained significant. Respondents who live in the South were less pessimistic than those 

who live in the Northeast. These findings suggest that the influence of living in the South 

compared to the Northeast is not because different places have different contexts (they do 

not provide support for Hypothesis 2). The findings in the previous chapter suggest that 

the influence of living in the Midwest as compared to living in the Northeast is because 

different people living in different places. The findings in this chapter suggest that it may 

also be because different places have different contexts (they provide support for 
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Hypothesis 1). These findings also suggest that the influence of living in the West 

compared to the Northeast, a suburban area compared to an urban area, or a rural area 

compared to an urban area is because different places have different age contexts (they 

provide support for Hypotheses 3-5). Appendix D provides a summary of whether each 

hypothesis in this chapter was or was not supported. 

These findings confirm, therefore, that county-level age context is associated with 

pessimism about the American Dream. Previous research suggests that the age context of 

a county influences residents’ attitudes and beliefs. My results suggest that the mean age 

in a county has an impact on beliefs about the American Dream and opportunity; in 

particular, living in a county with a higher mean age was associated with an increased 

odds of pessimism as compared to living in a county with a lower mean age. This finding 

reinforces the ‘rural brain drain’ trend of college-bound young people leaving their rural 

hometowns to seek educational opportunities in more urban areas and the resultant 

‘hollowing out’ of their hometowns (Carr and Kefalas 2010). This finding also provides 

support for Richard Florida’s (2002) argument in The Rise of the Creative Class that 

young people can contribute to the economic growth and vibrancy of an area.  

Appendix E highlights the fifteen counties in the sample with the lowest mean age 

(in red) and the fifteen counties in the sample with the highest mean age (in blue). 

Consistent with previous research, eight of the fifteen counties with the highest mean age 

are in Florida. The county with the lowest mean age (40.36 years) was Douglas County, 

Kansas. Douglas County is in the Midwest and respondents from that county were from 

urban, suburban, and exurban areas. The county with the highest mean age (55.24 years) 
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was Indian River County, Florida. Indian River County is in the South and respondents 

from that county were from suburban areas.  

Age, however, was the only county-level variable that was significant. This was 

an unexpected finding due to previous research linking the other county-level variables to 

beliefs and attitudes. Macintyre et al. (2002) suggest that the distinction between 

compositional explanations and contextual explanations for place effects is not always 

clear. This can result in issues, they argue, when research examines contextual 

explanations after taking compositional explanations into account. As previously 

mentioned, different people may live in different places due to factors that blur the 

distinction between composition and context. For example, the Midwest and the South 

are struggling with rising unemployment because of reduced economic opportunities 

(Manduca 2021), which may impact both the composition of low-income and 

unemployed residents in those regions and the context of income and unemployment. The 

lack of significant county-level variables (aside from county-level age) could be because 

of this issue of the distinction between composition and context.  

These findings also further confirm that individual-level measures (social 

structural statuses) and control measures (including proxy measures for sociocultural 

values and beliefs) are associated with pessimism about the American Dream. Consistent 

with the previous chapter and previous research, respondents who identify as Non-White 

were less pessimistic than those who identify as White, respondents who identify as 

female were more pessimistic than those who identify as male, and older respondents 

were more pessimistic than younger respondents. Consistent with the previous chapter, 

and contrary to previous research, respondents with higher family incomes were more 
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pessimistic than respondents with lower family incomes. As mentioned in the prior 

chapter, this could be due to the way that total family income was measured by the GSS, 

it could be due to the fact that respondents with higher family incomes already think they 

achieved the American Dream, and it could be due to the fact that subjective perceptions 

of socioeconomic disadvantage can influence beliefs about opportunity. Consistent with 

the previous chapter, respondents were more pessimistic between 2008-2018 compared to 

2006, and respondents who identify as Catholic were less pessimistic than those who 

identify as Protestant. Unlike the previous chapter but reflective of previous research, 

respondents with more children were less pessimistic than respondents with less children. 

Of note, there are other intermediate variables, related to the county-level 

variables, which may influence pessimism about the American Dream. Research suggests 

that county-level income inequality affects beliefs (Solt et al. 2016; Ellis 2017; Mijs 

2019). Additionally, changes to county-level variables over time can influence beliefs. 

Ellis (2017) finds that change in county-level median income influences individual 

perceptions of opportunity and of economic fairness.  

Although I am not able to quantify the impact of context on why place matters for 

pessimism about the American Dream, because it is problematic to compare odds ratios 

across models, my findings in this chapter suggest that different county-level contexts did 

not fully explain why place matters for Americans’ pessimism about the American 

Dream. The findings do indicate, however, that the age context of a county influences 

residents’ pessimism about the American Dream. The next chapter examines the 

interactions of individual-level and county-level characteristics and whether they affect 

pessimism about the American Dream. In other words, I consider whether place matters 
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differently for different people. For example, it could be that the racial context of a 

county matters differently for Non-White respondents compared to White respondents, or 

that the age context of a county matters differently for younger respondents compared to 

older respondents.  
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Table 3-1 
 
Weighted Descriptive Statistics of County-Level Variables (N = 7,427) 
Measure M SD Range 
County-level race     
 Mean % Non-White .28 .15 .03 - .78 
County-level sex    
 Mean % female .52 .01 .48 - .54 
County-level age    
 Mean age  45.91 2.19 40.36 – 55.24 
County-level income    
 Mean income  81,921.29 17,969.86 52,939.11 – 149,702.90 
County-level unemployment     
 Mean % yes .08 .02 .03 - .15 
County-level educational attainment     
 Mean % BA+ .28 .08 .11 - .56 
County-level marital status    
 Mean % married .50 .07 .28 - .71 
County-level homeownership    
 Mean % yes .66 .10 .23 - .86 
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Table 3-2 
 
Weighted Correlation Matrix of County-Level Variables (N = 7,427) 

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
r r r r r r r r 

1. County-level race 1        

2. County-level sex .29*** 1       

3. County-level age -.38*** .13*** 1      

4. County-level income .05*** -.08*** .15*** 1     

5. County-level unemployment .44*** .17*** -.07*** -.49*** 1    

6. County-level educational attainment .10*** .10*** -.07*** .77*** -.51*** 1   

7. County-level marital status -.63*** -.42*** .39*** .37*** -.52*** .05*** 1  

8. County-level homeownership -.66*** -.12*** .56*** .16*** -.35*** -.09*** .74*** 1 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 3-3 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between County-Level Variables and Region (N = 7,427) 

Measure Northeast Midwest South West 
M SD M SD M SD M SD 

County-level race***         
 Mean % Non-White .29 .18 .21 .13 .30 .15 .30 .14 
County-level sex***         
 Mean % female .52 .01 .52 .01 .52 .01 .51 .01 
County-level age***         
 Mean age 46.76 2.22 46.10 1.90 45.83 2.68 45.34 1.34 
County-level income***         
 Mean income 92,717.93 22,393.95 77,981.03 13,091.61 77,513.85 16,956.40 83,716.44 16,137.45 
County-level unemployment***          
 Mean % yes .08 .02 .08 .02 .08 .02 .09 .02 
County-level educational 
attainment***          

 Mean % BA+ .32 .08 .29 .07 .27 .09 .28 .08 
County-level marital status***         
 Mean % married .49 .08 .50 .07 .50 .07 .51 .04 
County-level homeownership***         
 Mean % yes .65 .18 .70 .08 .68 .08 .62 .07 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 3-4 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between County-Level Variables and Size of Place (N = 7,427) 

Measure Urban Suburban Exurban Micropolitan Rural 
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

County-level race***          
 Mean % Non-White .31 .15 .27 .15 .22 .13 .36 .25 .28 .15 
County-level sex***          
 Mean % female .52 .01 .52 .01 .52 .01 .51 .00 .52 .01 
County-level age***           
 Mean age 45.14 1.70 46.35 2.23 46.57 2.34 47.81 2.61 45.84 3.24 
County-level 
income***           

 Mean income 77,946.27 15,524.60 86,494.78 18,083.13 83,760.98 20,463.81 69,398.96 4,653.49 66,837.50 11,116.53 
County-level 
unemployment***  

          

 Mean % yes .09 .02 .08 .02 .08 .02 .09 .01 .10 .02 
County-level educational 
attainment***           

 Mean % BA+ .28 .09 .30 .08 .28 .09 .20 .04 .20 .04 
County-level marital 
status***           

 Mean % married .48 .07 .52 .06 .53 .05 .51 .04 .50 .05 
County-level 
homeownership***           

 Mean % yes .62 .11 .68 .09 .72 .08 .69 .09 .69  .10 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 3-5 
 
Weighted Bivariate Relationships Between County-Level Variables and Pessimism About the American Dream (N = 7,427) 

Measure Strongly Agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly Disagree 
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

County-level race***          
 Mean % Non-White .30 .16 .29 .15 .27 .15 .26 .15 .29 .17 
County-level sex           
 Mean % female .52 .01 .52 .01 .52 .01 .52 .01 .52 .01 
County-level age***           
 Mean age 45.59 2.10 45.82 2.18 46.11 2.18 46.22 2.22 46.04 2.34 
County-level income           
 Mean income 81,107.40 17,438.63 82,199.52 18,142.33 82,517.16 18,245.50 81,767.11 17,950.71 80,329.51 16,976.63 
County-level 
unemployment**            

 Mean % yes .08 .02 .08 .02 .08  .02 .08 .02 .08 .02 
County-level educational 
attainment*  

         

 Mean % BA+ .28 .08 .29 .09 .29 .08 .28 .08 .28 .08 
County-level marital 
status*** 

          

 Mean % married .50 .07 .50 .07 .50 .07 .51 .06 .49 .07 
County-level 
homeownership*** 

          

 Mean % yes .65 .10 .66 .10 .67 .10 .68 .10 .65 .11 
Note. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have 
a good chance of improving our standard of living”.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 3-6 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic Regression by Place Variables, 
Individual-Level Variables, Control Variables, and County-Level Variables 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region         
 Midwest .99 .84, 1.16 1.01 .86, 1.19 1.03 .88, 1.22 1.03 .88, 1.22 
 South .76** .65, .90 .80** .68, .94 .80* .68, .95 .80** .68, .95 
 West .80* .66, .97 .85 .71, 1.02 .88 .73, 1.07 .86 .72, 1.03 
Size of place         
 Suburban 1.13 .97, 1.30 1.07 .93, 1.24 1.08 .93, 1.25 1.08 .93, 1.25 
 Exurban 1.19 .99, 1.44 1.14 .95, 1.38 1.16 .96, 1.41 1.15 .95, 1.40 
 Micropolitan 1.23* 1.03, 1.48 1.15 .88, 1.49 1.10 .94, 1.45 1.11 .95, 1.45 
 Rural  1.00 .82, 1.23 .98 .83, 1.16 1.00 .94, 1.19 .99 .93, 1.18 
Race         
 Non-White .71*** .62, .83 .73*** .63, .84 .72*** .62, .94 .72*** .62, .84 
Sex         
 Female 1.30*** 1.14, 1.47 1.30*** 1.15, 1.48 1.30*** 1.1, 1.48 1.30*** 1.14, 1.48 
Age 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment         
 Yes 1.14 .84, 1.56 1.14 .84, 1.55 1.14 .94, 1.56 1.14 .94, 1.56 
Educational attainment         
 BA+ .99 .83, 1.18 .99 .83, 1.19 .99 .93, 1.19 .99 .83, 1.18 
Homeownership          
 Yes 1.08 .90, 1.31 1.08 .89, 1.31 1.08 .90, 1.31 1.08 .90, 1.31 
Year         
 2008 1.68*** 1.36, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 
 2010 1.67*** 1.31, 2.13 1.66*** 1.31, 2.12 1.66*** 1.31, 2.11 1.66*** 1.31, 2.11 
 2012 1.75*** 1.42, 2.16 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.72*** 1.40, 2.13 1.73*** 1.40, 2.13 
 2014 1.48** 1.17, 1.87 1.46** 1.15, 1.86 1.45** 1.15, 1.85 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 
 2016 1.52*** 1.23, 1.86 1.49*** 1.21, 1.84 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 
 2018 1.35** 1.10, 1.66 1.33** 1.08, 1.64 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 
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Table 3-6 
 
(continued) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Religion         
 Catholic .77** .67, .90 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .90 
 None 1.10 .93, 1.31 1.09 .92, 1.31 1.09 .91, 1.30 1.09 .91, 1.30 
 Other .87 .68, 1.12 .88 .68, 1.12 .87 .68, 1.12 .87 .68,1.12 
Political party affiliation         
 Republican .88 .74, 1.05 .87 .73, 1.04 .88 .73, 1.05 .87 .73, 1.05 
 Independent/Other  1.09 .93, 1.27 1.08 .92, 1.27 1.08 .92, 1.27 1.08 .92, 1.27 
Number of children  .94* .90, 1.00 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 
Mean % Non-White    .82 .50, 1.36     
Mean age   1.05*** 1.02, 1.07 1.06** 1.03, 1.08 1.05*** 1.02, 1.08 
Mean % unemployed   1.01 .02, 43.08 .16 .00, 8.68 .34 .01, 9.55 
Mean % BA+   1.33 .62, 1.86 1.07 .51, 2.23 1.12 .53, 2.38 
Mean % married     .64 .19, 2.13   
Mean % homeowner        .92 .42, 2.01 
Constant cut 1 -1.07*** -1.46, -.67 .99 -.07, 2.06 1.04 -.07, 2.16 1.14* .04, 2.24 
Constant cut 2 1.16*** .80, 1.53 3.23*** 2.17, 4.29 3.28*** 2.17, 4.38 3.37*** 2.28, 4.46 
Constant cut 3 2.02*** 1.67, 2.38 4.08*** 3.02, 5.15 4.13*** 3.01, 5.25 4.23*** 3.13, 5.32 
Constant cut 4 4.04*** 3.62, 4.47 6.10*** 5.06, 7.15 6.15*** 5.05, 7.26 6.25*** 5.17, 6.33 
N 7,427 7,427 7,427 7,427 
Model fit  F(34, 469) =11.36*** F(38, 465) = 14.36*** F(38, 465) = 14.07*** F(38, 465) = 14.01*** 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the statement “the way things are 
in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are Northeast; Large 
city; White; Male; No; No BA; No; Protestant; 2006; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DIFFERENT INTERACTIONS 

 

The previous two chapters found that, in a limited way, different compositions of 

people and different contexts explain why place matters for Americans’ pessimism about 

the American Dream. Place may matter, however, differently for different people. For 

example, the racial context of a county may matter differently for a Non-White person’s 

pessimism about the American Dream compared to a White person’s pessimism about the 

American Dream. Small (2004) emphasizes “that the same structural conditions are 

responded to differently by different individuals” (145). The previous two chapters 

focused on individual-level and county-level characteristics and this chapter explores the 

interactions of these characteristics.  

Differences in Pessimism by Place 

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, I am able to infer that there is a significant 

relationship between place, both region and size of place, and pessimism about the 

American Dream in the analytic sample used in this chapter. In terms of region, 

respondents who live in the Northeast and the Midwest were more likely to be pessimistic 

than respondents who live in the South and the West. In terms of size of place, 

respondents who live in suburban, exurban, micropolitan, and rural areas were more 

likely to be pessimistic than respondents who live in urban areas. This chapter examines 

the interactions of individual-level and county-level characteristics and whether they 

affect pessimism about the American Dream.  

 My findings in this chapter suggest that place does not matter differently for 

different people. I do not find that the interactions of individual-level characteristics and 
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county-level characteristics influence respondents’ pessimism about the American 

Dream. None of the interaction terms are statistically significant which is surprising 

given research, albeit limited research, suggesting that interactions between individual-

level and county-level characteristics influence attitudes and beliefs.  

Literature Review 

Thomson, Schonert-Reichl, and Oberle (2015), in an analysis of optimism among 

early adolescents, examine the interactions between individual-level characteristics and 

what they call ecological factors, that is, the broader family, school, and neighborhood 

contextual characteristics. They found significant relationships between optimism, mental 

health symptoms, and the home and school environment. Although somewhat limited, 

research also suggests that interactions between individual-level characteristics and 

county-level characteristics influence attitudes and beliefs. Kuroki (2018) finds that 

county-level racial composition affects White people differently than Non-White people. 

In particular, they find that a larger percentage of Non-White population in a county 

lowers White people’s life satisfaction but not Non-White people’s life satisfaction. 

Kuroki (2018) suggests that this finding explains that White people feel heightened status 

anxiety when they are not the majority.  

Bramlett (2012) finds that older adults living in aging communities, or counties 

with a large proportion of older adults, have different political attitudes and beliefs than 

their peers living in places without the same age profile. Older adults living in aging 

communities display higher levels of political knowledge and are more likely support 

social welfare programs after controlling for party identification, than older adults not 

living in aging communities. Although not at the county-level, Hart et al. (2004) 
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emphasize the impact of communities with a large population of children and adolescents 

on the young people living there. ‘Youth bulges’ have been linked to limited civic 

knowledge and heightened civic participation amongst young people. Both Bramlett 

(2012) and Hart et al. (2004) suggest that social interaction, within an aging community 

or within a child-saturated community, influences the attitudes and beliefs of residents 

that are comparable in age to the majority.  

 Reinforcing the argument that context matters more for those who are directly 

impacted by it, Luhmann, Murdoch, and Hawkley (2015) find that county-level 

unemployment rate has a larger influence on the subjective well-being of people who are 

not retired compared to those who are retired in the same county; living in a county with 

a high unemployment rate negatively affects the subjective well-being of people who are 

not retired. Relatedly, Graham and Pinto (2021) find that workers out of the labor force 

who live in counties with lower geographic mobility (counties with a high percentage of 

adults living in one of their childhood census tracts and/or in their parents’ homes) have 

poorer health, less life satisfaction, and less optimism about the future than workers out 

of the labor force who live in counties with greater geographic mobility. Low geographic 

mobility, Graham and Pinto (2021) explain, indicates a county that is economically 

depressed and has limited opportunities for workers out of the labor force. Their findings 

suggest that workers who are in the labor force may be less sensitive to the lack of 

geographic mobility in these counties. 

Hypotheses 

Drawing on the reviewed literature and previous analyses, I developed six 

hypotheses regarding the interactions between individual-level characteristics and 
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county-level characteristics (race, age, unemployment, educational attainment, marital 

status, homeownership) and pessimism about the American Dream.  

• Hypothesis 1: White respondents who live in counties with a higher percentage of 

Non-White people are more pessimistic about the American Dream than Non-

White respondents who live in counties with a higher percentage of Non-White 

people.  

• Hypothesis 2: Older respondents who live in counties with a higher mean age are 

more pessimistic about the American Dream than younger respondents who live 

in counties with a higher mean age.  

• Hypothesis 3: Unemployed respondents who live in counties with a higher 

percentage of unemployed people are more pessimistic about the American 

Dream than employed residents who live in counties with a higher percentage of 

unemployed people.  

• Hypothesis 4: Respondents without a BA who live in counties with a higher 

percentage of people without a BA are more pessimistic about the American 

Dream than respondents with a BA+ who live in counties with a higher 

percentage of people without a BA.  

• Hypothesis 5: Respondents who are not married who live in counties with a 

higher percentage of people who are not married are more pessimistic about the 

American Dream than respondents who are married who live in counties with a 

higher percentage of people who are not married. 

• Hypothesis 6: Respondents who are not homeowners who live in counties with a 

higher percentage of people who are not homeowners are more pessimistic about 
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the American Dream than respondents who are homeowners who live in counties 

with a higher percentage of people who are not homeowners.  

 Data and Methods  

Data 

Like Chapter 3, this chapter uses the smaller analytic sample (N = 7,427) of 

merged General Social Survey (GSS) and IPUMS USA (IPUMS) data. As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, GSS data and IPUMS data were merged using county-level Federal 

Information Processing Standard (FIPS) codes.  

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

Pessimism about the American Dream was again measured with the GSS 

question: “The way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good 

chance of improving our standard of living – do you agree or disagree?”. This variable 

was coded as a scale of increasing pessimism: 1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = 

Neither, 4 = Disagree, and 5 = Strongly Disagree. 

Place Variables 

Place variables were again drawn from the GSS data. The region of the interview 

was coded as 1 = Northeast, 2 = Midwest, 3 = South, and 4 = West. The size of place of 

the interview was coded as 1 = Urban, 2 = Suburban, 3 = Exurban, 4 = Micropolitan, and 

5 = Rural.  

Individual-Level Variables 

Individual-level variables were again drawn from the GSS data. Race was coded 

as 1 = White, 2 = Non-White. Sex was coded as 1 = Male, 2 = Female. Age of respondent 
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ranged from 18-89+. Income ranged from 350.50-178,712.50. Unemployment was coded 

as 1 = No, 2 = Yes. Education was coded as 1 = No BA, 2 = BA+. Marital status was 

coded as 1 = Not Married, 2 = Married. Homeownership was coded as 1 = No, 2 = Yes.  

Control Variables 

Control variables were again drawn from the GSS data. The interview years 

include 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, and 2018. Religion was coded as 1 = 

Protestant, 2 = Catholic, 3 = None, 4 = Other. Political party affiliation was coded as 1 = 

Democrat, 2 = Republican, 3 = Independent/Other. Number of children was measured 

from 0-8, with 8 including eight or more.  

County-Level Variables 

County-level characteristics were again drawn from IPUMS data. The IPUMS 

variables were coded and then collapsed by their FIPS codes. County-level race indicates 

the mean percentage of Non-White people. County-level sex indicates the mean 

percentage of female people. County-level age indicates the mean age. County-level 

income indicates the mean income. County-level unemployment indicates the mean 

percentage of unemployed people. County-level educational attainment indicates the 

mean percentage of people with a bachelor’s degree or above. County-level marital status 

indicates the mean percentage of married people. County-level homeownership indicates 

the mean percentage of people who own their home.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using Stata/MP 14.0 (StataCorp 2015). The GSS 

weight variable, WTSSALL, was again applied to all analyses to account for the GSS’s 

complex sampling frame (NORC 2021b). 
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Building on the regression models from Chapter 3 (see Table 3-6), interactions 

between individual-level and county-level variables were examined: race X mean % 

Non-White, age X mean % younger, unemployment X mean % unemployed, BA+ X 

mean % BA+, and homeowner X mean % homeowner. Because individual-level marital 

status was not significantly related to pessimism about the American Dream at the 

bivariate level, the interaction between individual-level marital status and county-level 

marital status was not examined. Continuous variables were mean-centered before the 

analyses were conducted.  

Interaction terms were added individually to the regression models. First, 

interaction terms were added to the regression model (Model 2 in Table 3-6) that includes 

county-level race, county-level age, county-level unemployment, and county-level 

educational attainment (see Table 4-1). Next, interaction terms were added to the 

regression model (Model 3 in Table 3-6) that includes county-level age, county-level 

unemployment, county-level educational attainment, and county-level marital status (see 

Table 4-2). Finally, interaction terms were added to the regression model (Model 4 in 

Table 3-6) that includes county-level age, county-level unemployment, county-level 

educational attainment, and county-level homeownership (see Table 4-3). 

Multicollinearity was not a concern as the VIF of each predictor was below 2.50 (Allison 

2012). 

For these analyses, multilevel ordered logistic regression, where respondents were 

nested in their county of residence, was used to determine whether the place variables 

influenced pessimism after considering the individual-level variables, the control 

variables, the county-level variables, and each interaction term. As previously mentioned, 
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ordered logistic regression is preferable, compared to OLS regression, with an ordinal 

outcome variable (Mouw and Sobel 2001). 

Once again, results are reported as odds ratios. With an ordinal outcome, this 

means that there is either no change (OR = 1), an increase (OR > 1), or a decrease (OR < 

1) in the odds of being in a higher category of the outcome variable. In other words, this 

means that there is either no change, an increase, or a decrease in the odds of pessimism. 

As previously mentioned, because the results are reported as odds ratios, the effects are 

not comparable across models because of concerns about unobserved heterogeneity 

across the models (Mood 2010).  

Results 

Across the interaction analyses, none of the interaction terms were significant and 

the results were consistent with the findings in the previous chapter (see Tables 4.1-4.3). 

In particular, living in the South was associated with decreased odds of pessimism 

compared to living in the Northeast, size of place was not statistically significant, living 

in a county with a higher mean age was associated with increased odds of pessimism 

compared to living in a county with a lower mean age, and other county-level variables 

were not statistically significant.  

Discussion 

 These findings further confirm that place matters in Americans’ pessimism about 

the American Dream. After adding the interaction terms to the regression, region 

remained significant. Respondents who live in the South were consistently less 

pessimistic than those who live in the Northeast. Additionally, these findings continue to 

confirm that individual-level measures (social structural statuses) and control measures 
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(including proxy measures for sociocultural values and beliefs) are associated with 

pessimism about the American Dream. These findings also confirm that county-level age 

context, and the mean age in a county, is associated with pessimism about the American 

Dream.  

These findings do not indicate, however, that place matters differently for 

different people. The interactions of individual-level characteristics and county-level 

characteristics did not influence respondents’ pessimism about the American Dream, and 

I did not find support for Hypotheses 1-6. Appendix F provides a summary of whether 

each hypothesis in this chapter was or was not supported. 

While previous research suggests that interactions between individual-level 

characteristics and county-level characteristics influence attitudes and beliefs, Ellis 

(2017) similarly did not find any significant interactions between individual-level income 

and county-level contextual variables regarding beliefs about meritocracy. Small cell 

sample sizes in my analysis, for example the limited number of Non-White respondents, 

may have made interactions less likely to achieve significance. As a result, a larger 

sample may yield more significant interactions. Additionally, the issue of distinction 

between compositional explanations and contextual explanations for place effects may 

have affected the interaction analyses. As previously mentioned, Macintyre et al. (2002) 

are concerned that the distinction between composition and context is not always clear. A 

blurred distinction between composition and context could have contributed to the 

somewhat unexpected finding of no interaction terms (involving the interaction of 

composition and context) being statistically significant.  
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Table 4-1 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic Regression by Place 
Variables, Individual-Level Variables, Control Variables, County-Level Variables, and the Interactions of Select Individual-Level 
and County-Level Variables (Race, Age, Unemployment, Educational Attainment)  

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region         
 Midwest 1.03 .87, 1.21 1.01 .85, 1.18 1.01 .86, 1.19 1.00 .85, 1.18 
 South .81* .68, .96 .80** .68, .94 .80** .68, .94 .80* .68, .95 
 West .87 .72, 1.06 .85 .71, 1.01 .85 .71, 1.02 .85 .71, 1.02 
Size of place         
 Suburban 1.10 .96, 1.28 1.07 .93, 1.24 1.07 .93, 1.24 1.07 .93, 1.24 
 Exurban 1.17 .97, 1.41 1.14 .95, 1.37 1.14 .94, 1.38 1.14 .95, 1.38 
 Micropolitan 1.17 .90, 1.53 1.16 .90, 1.50 1.15 .88, 1.49 1.16 .90, 1.52 
 Rural  1.01 .84, 1.22 .98 .83, 1.16 .98 .83, 1.17 .99 .84, 1.18 
Race         
 Non-White .71*** .61, .82 72*** .62, .84 .73*** .63, .84 .73*** .62, .84 
Sex         
 Female 1.30*** 1.14, 1.47 1.29*** 1.14, 1.47 1.30*** 1.15, 1.48 1.30*** 1.14, 1.47 
Age 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment         
 Yes 1.14 .84, 1.55 1.15 .85, 1.56 1.14 .82, 1.59 1.14 .84, 1.56 
Educational attainment         
 BA+ 1.00 .83, 1.19 .99 .83, 1.19 .99 .83, 1.18 1.00 .83, 1.21 
Homeownership          
 Yes 1.08 .89, 1.30 1.09 .90, 1.32 1.08 .89, 1.31 1.08 .89, 1.31 
Year         
 2008 1.66*** 1.34, 2.06 1.66*** 1.34, 2.05 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 
 2010 1.66*** 1.30, 2.11 1.66*** 1.31, 2.12 1.67*** 1.31, 2.12 1.67*** 1.31, 2.13 
 2012 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.74*** 1.40, 2.15 1.74*** 1.41, 2.14 
 2014 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 1.46** 1.16, 1.84 1.47** 1.15, 1.86 1.47** 1.16, 1.86 
 2016 1.49*** 1.20, 1.85 1.48*** 1.20, 1.83 1.49*** 1.21, 1.85 1.49*** 1.21, 1.85 
 2018 1.33** 1.08, 1.64 1.33** 1.08, 1.63 1.33** 1.08, 1.63 1.33** 1.08, 1.64 
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Table 4-1 
 
(continued) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Religion         
 Catholic .77** .65, .90 .75** .64, .89 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .90 
 None 1.09 .92, 1.31 1.09 .91, 1.30 1.09 .91, 1.31 1.09 .91, 1.31 
 Other .88 .69, 1.13 .87 .68, 1.11 .88 .68, 1.13 .88 .69, 1.12 
Political party affiliation         
 Republican .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.04 
 Independent/Other  1.08 .93, 1.26 1.08 .92, 1.26 1.08 .93, 1.26 1.08 .93, 1.27 
Number of children  .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, 1.00 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 
Mean % Non-White  .63 .33, 1.20 .82 .50, 1.34 .82 .49, 1.36 .81 .49, 1.31 
Mean age 1.04*** 1.02, 1.07 1.05*** 1.02, 1.07 1.02*** 1.02, 1.07 1.05*** 1.02, 1.07 
Mean % unemployed 1.27 .03, 50.00 .94 .02, 39.76 2.39 .01, 384.32 1.12 .03, 45.86 
Mean % BA+ 1.42 .65, 3.07 1.34 .62, 2.91 1.32 .62, 2.83   
Non-White X  
Mean % Non-White 1.99 .71, 5.57       

Age X  
Mean age   1.00 1.00, 1.00     

Unemployment X  
Mean % unemployed     .47 .00, 6534809   

BA+ X 
Mean % BA+       .44 .07, 2.72 

Constant cut 1 1.03 -.03, 2.09 -1.88*** -2.43, -1.34 .98 -.09, 2.05 .91 -.11, 1.92 
Constant cut 2 3.26*** 2.20, 4.32 .34 -.19, .88 3.21*** 2.14, 4.28 3.14*** 2.12, 4.15 
Constant cut 3 4.12*** 3.06, 5.18 1.20*** .66, 1.74 4.07*** 3.00, 5.14 4.00*** 2.98, 5.01 
Constant cut 4 6.14*** 5.09, 7.19 3.22*** 2.64, 3.80 6.09*** 5.04, 7.14 6.02*** 5.02, 7.02 
N 7,427 7,427 7,427 7,427 
Model fit  F(39, 464) = 14.16*** F(38, 465) = 13.90*** F(40, 463) = 13.62*** F(40, 463) = 14.01*** 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the statement “the way 
things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are 
Northeast; Large city; White; Male; No; No BA; No; Protestant; 2006; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 4-2 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic 
Regression by Place Variables, Individual-Level Variables, Control Variables, County-Level Variables, and 
the Interactions of Select Individual-Level and County-Level Variables (Age, Unemployment, Educational 
Attainment) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region       
 Midwest 1.03 .87, 1.22 1.04 .88, 1.22 1.03 .87, 1.22 
 South .80** .68, .96 .80* .68, .95 .81* .68, .96 
 West .87 .72, 1.06 .88 .73, 1.08 .88 .72, 1.07 
Size of place       
 Suburban 1.08 .93, 1.25 1.08 .93, 1.25 1.08 .93, 1.25 
 Exurban 1.16 .96, 1.40 1.16 .96, 1.42 1.16 .96, 1.41 
 Micropolitan 1.11 .85, 1.46 1.10 .84, 1.46 1.11 .84, 1.47 
 Rural  1.00 .84, 1.19 1.00 .83, 1.20 1.00 .84, 1.21 
Race       
 Non-White .72*** .62, .83 .72*** .62, .84 .72*** .62, .84 
Sex       
 Female 1.29*** 1.14, 1.47 1.30*** 1.14, 1.48 1.30*** 1.14, 1.47 
Age 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment       
 Yes 1.15 .85, 1.56 1.14 .82, 1.60 1.14 .8, 1.56 
Educational attainment       
 BA+ 1.00 .83, 1.19 .99 .83, 1.18 1.00 .83, 1.20 
Homeownership        
 Yes 1.09 .91, 1.32 1.08 .90, 1.31 1.08 .89, 1.31 
Year       
 2008 1.66*** 1.34, 2.06 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 
 2010 1.66*** 1.31, 2.11 1.66*** 1.31, 2.12 1.67*** 1.31, 2.12 
 2012 1.73*** 1.40, 2.13 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.73*** 1.40, 2.13 
 2014 1.45** 1.15, 1.83 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 
 2016 1.48*** 1.20, 1.84 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 
 2018 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 
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Table 4-2 
 
(continued) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Religion       
 Catholic .75** .64, .89 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .89 
 None 1.08 .91, 1.29 1.09 .91, 1.30 1.09 .91, 1.30 
 Other .86 .67, 1.11 .87 .68, 1.12 .87 .68, 1.12 
Political party affiliation       
 Republican .87 .73, 1.05 .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.05 
 Independent/Other  1.08 .92, 1.27 1.08 .93, 1.26 1.08 .93, 1.27 
Number of children  .95* .91, 1.00 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 
Mean age 1.06*** 1.03, 1.08 1.06*** 1.03, 1.08 1.06*** 1.03, 1.08 
Mean % unemployed .15 .00, 7.79 .36 .00, 87.40 .17 .00, 8.95 
Mean % BA+ 1.08 .51, 2.26 1.06 .51, 2.17 1.46 .52, 4.10 
Mean % married .66 .21, 2.09 .63 .19, 2.11 .66 .20, 2.16 
Age X  
Mean age 1.00 1.00, 1.00     

Unemployment X  
Mean % unemployed   .44 .00, 6493852   

BA+ X 
Mean % BA+     .46 .07, 2.83 

Constant cut 1 -2.23*** -3.13, -1.33 1.19* .10, 2.27 1.04 -.03, 2.10 
Constant cut 2 -.01 -.91, .90 3.42*** 2.34, 4.50 3.27*** 2.21, 4.33 
Constant cut 3 .75 -.07, 1.77 4.27*** 3.19, 5.36 4.12*** 3.06, 5.19 
Constant cut 4 2.87*** 1.93, 3.81 6.29*** 5.22, 7.36 6.15*** 5.09, 7.20 
N 7,427 7,427 7,427 
Model fit  F(38, 465) = 13.82*** F(40, 463) = 13.23*** F(40, 463) = 14.03*** 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with 
the statement “the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of 
improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are Northeast; Large city; White; Male; No; No BA; 
No; Protestant; 2006; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Table 4-3 
 
Odds Ratios of Pessimism About the American Dream Based on Weighted Multilevel Ordered Logistic Regression by Place Variables, 
Individual-Level Variables, Control Variables, County-Level Variables, and the Interactions of Select Individual-Level and County-
Level Variables (Age, Unemployment, Educational Attainment, Homeownership) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Region         
 Midwest 1.02 .86, 1.22 1.03 .87, 1.22 1.03 .87, 1.22 1.03 .87, 1.22 
 South .80** .67, .94 .80** .68, .95 .80* .68, .95 .80** .68, .95 
 West .85 .71, 1.02 .86 .72, 1.03 .86 .72, 1.03 .86 .72, 1.03 
Size of place         
 Suburban 1.07 .93, 1.24 1.08 .93, 1.25 1.07 .93, 1.25 1.08 .93, 1.25 
 Exurban 1.15 .95, 1.39 1.15 .95, 1.40 1.15 .95, 1.40 1.15 .95, 1.39 
 Micropolitan 1.13 .86, 1.46 1.11 .84, 1.46 1.12 .85, 1.47 1.11 .85, 1.45 
 Rural  .99 .83, 1.18 .97 .82, 1.19 1.00 .83, 1.20 .99 .83, 1.18 
Race         
 Non-White .72*** .62, .83 72*** .62, .84 .72*** .62, .84 .72*** .62, .84 
Sex         
 Female 1.29*** 1.14, 1.47 1.30*** 1.15, 1.48 1.30*** 1.14, 1.47 1.30*** 1.14, 1.48 
Age 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 1.02*** 1.01, 1.02 
Income 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 1.00*** 1.00, 1.00 
Unemployment         
 Yes 1.15 .85, 1.56 1.14 .82, 1.59 1.14 .84, 1.56 1.15 .84, 1.56 
Educational attainment         
 BA+ .99 .83, 1.19 .99 .83, 1.18 1.00 .83, 1.20 .99 .83, 1.18 
Homeownership          
 Yes 1.09 .90, 1.32 1.08 .90, 1.31 1.08 .90, 1.31 1.10 .90, 1.33 
Year         
 2008 1.66*** 1.34, 2.06 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.67*** 1.35, 2.08 1.68*** 1.35, 2.08 
 2010 1.66*** 1.31, 2.11 1.66*** 1.31, 2.12 1.67*** 1.31, 2.12 1.66*** 1.31, 2.12 
 2012 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 1.73*** 1.40, 2.15 1.73*** 1.40, 2.14 
 2014 1.46** 1.16, 1.84 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 1.46** 1.15, 1.86 1.46** 1.15, 1.85 
 2016 1.48*** 1.20, 1.84 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 1.49*** 1.21, 1.85 1.49*** 1.20, 1.84 
 2018 1.32** 1.08, 1.63 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 1.33** 1.08, 1.63 1.32** 1.07, 1.63 
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Table 4-3 
 
(continued) 

Measure Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI 

Religion         
 Catholic .75** .64, .89 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .90 .76** .65, .90 
 None 1.09 .91, 1.30 1.09 .91, 1.30 1.09 .91, 1.31 1.09 .92, 1.30 
 Other .86 .67, 1.11 .88 .68, 1.12 .87 .68, 1.12 .88 .68, 1.12 
Political party affiliation         
 Republican .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.04 .87 .73, 1.05 
 Independent/Other  1.08 .92, 1.26 1.08 .93, 1.26 1.08 .93, 1.27 1.08 .92, 1.27 
Number of children  .95* .90, 1.00 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 .95* .90, .99 
Mean age 1.05*** 1.02, 1.08 1.05*** 1.02, 1.08 1.05*** 1.02, 1.08 1.05*** 1.02, 1.08 
Mean % unemployed .32 .01, 9.06 .78 .01, 104.01 .33 .01, 9.24 .34 .02, 9.48 
Mean % BA+ 1.14 .53, 2.42 1.11 .53, 2.33 1.53 .53, 4.38 1.12 .53, 2.37 
Mean % homeowner  .93 .43, 2.02 .91 .42, 2.00 .90 .41, 1.97 .65 .10, 4.17 
Age X  
Mean age 1.00 1.00, 1.00       

Unemployment X  
Mean % unemployed   .44 .00, 6169786     

BA+ X 
Mean % BA+     .45 .07, 2.78   

Homeowner X 
Mean % homeowner        1.29 .14, 11.65 

Constant cut 1 -2.01*** -2.84, -1.18 1.22* .13, 2.32 1.12* .07, 2.17 1.20 -.04, 2.43 
Constant cut 2 .22 -.61, 1.05 3.45*** 2.36, 4.54 3.35*** 2.31, 4.40 3.43*** 2.20, 4.66 
Constant cut 3 1.08* .24, 1.92 4.31*** 3.22, 5.40 4.21*** 3.16, 5.26 4.29*** 3.06, 5.51 
Constant cut 4 3.10*** 2.23, 3.97 6.33*** 5.26, 7.40 6.23*** 5.20, 7.26 6.31*** 5.10, 7.52 
N 7,427 7,427 7,427 7,427 
Model fit  F(38, 465) = 13.72*** F(38, 465) = 13.23*** F(40, 463) = 14.07*** F(40, 463) = 13.78*** 
Notes. OR = Odds ratio; CI = Confidence interval. Pessimism about the American Dream is measured with the statement “the way 
things are in America, people like me and my family have a good chance of improving our standard of living”. Reference groups are 
Northeast; Large city; White; Male; No; No BA; No; Protestant; 2006; Democrat.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

While the American Dream has been described as “the spark that animates 

American life” (Jillson 2004:7), there is apprehension about its feasibility in 

contemporary United States and there is concern over pessimism, rather than optimism, 

about the American Dream. This concern has become increasingly localized as the debate 

has expanded beyond the feasibility of the American Dream in the United States to the 

feasibility of the American Dream in some areas more than others. This dissertation 

examines this localized anxiety about achievability of the American Dream. 

I first examine whether place matters in Americans’ pessimism about the 

American Dream. I measure pessimism about the American Dream with the General 

Social Survey (GSS) question: “The way things are in America, people like me and my 

family have a good chance of improving our standard of living – do you agree or 

disagree?”. This variable is measured on a scale of increasing pessimism. Place is 

measured as the region of the GSS interview (Northeast, Midwest, South, or West) and 

the size of place of the GSS interview (urban, suburban, exurban, micropolitan, or rural).  

I am able to infer that there is a significant relationship between place, both region 

and size of place, and pessimism about the American Dream in both my first analytic 

sample (N = 11,220) and in my second analytic sample (N = 7,427). In terms of region, 

respondents who live in the Northeast and the Midwest were more likely to be pessimistic 

than respondents who live in the South and the West. In terms of size of place, 
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respondents who live in suburban, exurban, micropolitan, and rural areas were more 

likely to be pessimistic than respondents who live in urban areas. 

I then examine how place matters in Americans’ pessimism about the American 

Dream. In Chapter 2, I consider whether place influences pessimism about the American 

Dream because different places have different compositions of people. Using GSS data 

and my first analytic sample (N = 11,220), I analyze the influence of individual-level 

characteristics (race, sex, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, marital 

status, and homeownership) that have been linked to attitudes and beliefs about 

opportunity and that vary in the United States by region and size of place. I also control 

for year and other variables that may contribute to the impact of place on pessimism 

about the American Dream (religion, political affiliation, and number of children).  

After adding the individual-level characteristics and the control variables to the 

regression, region and size of place remained significant. Respondents who live in the 

South or the West were less pessimistic than those who live in the Northeast. 

Respondents who live in exurban or rural areas were more pessimistic than those who 

live in urban areas. These findings suggest that the influence of living in the South as 

compared to the Northeast, the West as compared to the Northeast, an exurban area as 

compared to an urban area, or a rural area as compared to an urban area is not because 

different places have different compositions of people. They do, however, suggest that 

different compositions of people contribute to the influence of living in the Midwest 

compared to the Northeast. 

In Chapter 3, I consider whether place influences pessimism about the American 

Dream because different places have different contexts. Using merged GSS and IPUMS 
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USA (IPUMS) data and my second analytic sample (N = 7,427), I analyze the influence 

of county-level characteristics (race, age, income, unemployment, educational attainment, 

marital status, and homeownership) that have been linked to attitudes and beliefs and that 

vary in the United States by region and size of place.  

After adding the county-level characteristics to the regression, region remained 

significant. Respondents who live in the South were less pessimistic than those who live 

in the Northeast. These findings suggest that the influence of living in the South as 

compared to the Northeast is not because different places have different contexts. 

Surprisingly, only one county-level characteristic, age, was significant. Living in a 

county with a higher mean age was associated with increased odds of pessimism 

compared to living in a county with a lower mean age. These findings suggest that 

different age contexts in different places contribute to the influence of living in the 

Midwest as compared to the Northeast, the influence of living in the West as compared to 

the Northeast, and the influence of size of place.  

In Chapter 4, I consider whether place matters differently for different people. 

Using the merged GSS and IPUMS data and my second analytic sample (N = 7,427), I 

analyze interactions between the individual-level characteristics and the county-level 

characteristics that have been linked to attitudes and beliefs. Somewhat surprisingly, after 

adding each interaction term to the regression, none were statistically significant. 

Interactions between individual-level characteristics and county-level characteristics did 

not influence respondents’ pessimism about the American Dream.  

Overall, my findings suggest that place matters in Americans’ pessimism about 

the American Dream and that different compositions of people and different contexts 
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help, but do not fully, explain why place matters in Americans’ pessimism about the 

American Dream. 

Implications 

 My dissertation contributes to ongoing research on the relationship between place 

and attitudes and beliefs. For example, recent research finds that differences in loneliness 

across geographical regions can partly be linked to characteristics of those regions 

(Buecker et al. 2020). My analysis, however, overcomes a gap in the literature by 

explicitly examining the influence of place on pessimism about the American Dream. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, research on the influence of region on attitudes and beliefs has 

mainly focused on personality differences (e.g., Rentfrow and Jokela 2016) and research 

on the influence of size of place on attitudes and beliefs has mainly focused on political 

differences (e.g., Kelly and Lobao 2018).  

Throughout my analysis, respondents who live in the South were less pessimistic 

than those who live in the Northeast. After adding the county-level characteristics to the 

regression (in Chapter 3) and the interaction terms to the regression (in Chapter 4), living 

in the South remained significant suggesting there is something about that region that is 

not captured by composition or context. Macintyre et al. (2002) argue that collective 

explanations for place effects should be analyzed in addition to compositional 

explanations and contextual explanations. Collective explanations consider both the 

sociocultural and historical features of a place. Macintyre et al. (2002) define collective 

explanations as those that emphasize shared norms, traditions, values, and interests.  

As previously mentioned, in their analysis of optimism about future mobility, 

Reynolds et al. (2019) control for living in the South since there is a culture of optimism 
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in that region (Cobb 2007). Geographic psychology suggests that this culture of optimism 

is due to higher levels of agreeableness and conscientiousness in the South. This culture 

of optimism could be understood as a collective explanation for place effects in the 

South.  

In addition to a culture of optimism, a culture of honor has also been associated 

with the South. Nisbett and Cohen (1996) argue that higher rates of violence in the 

Southern United States as compared to the Northern United States can partially be 

attributed to a culture of honor where violence is seen as an appropriate and preferred 

response to defend one’s reputation and status. While mainly associated with masculinity, 

living in a culture of honor state can influence both men and men (Barnes, Brown, & 

Tamborski 2012). The culture of honor can be understood as another collective 

explanation for place effects in the South. My finding, that living in the South 

consistently remained significant, contributes to research on shared norms, traditions, 

values, and interests in the South. 

My dissertation also contributes to ongoing research on the rural-urban divide, on 

the impact of place on indicators of achievement of the American Dream, and on spatial 

opportunity. In particular, my findings suggest that the influence of size of place on 

pessimism about the American Dream is more nuanced than simply being a problem 

facing rural areas (e.g., Dews 2017). My analysis also presents an additional way of 

quantitatively examining the relationship between place and the American Dream.  

My dissertation contributes to ongoing discussions about ‘mobility optimism’, the 

inequality of opportunity, and concerns about the impact of pessimism. Better 

understanding the relationship between place and the American Dream suggests that 
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areas that are most at risk of pessimism can be identified (Buecker et al. 2020). This can 

have important policy implications as how Americans view mobility and opportunity 

impacts their support for efforts to reduce inequality (e.g., Manza and Brooks 2016). In 

terms of societal implications, optimism impacts social cohesion (e.g., Dreier et al. 2014), 

individual self-esteem, efficacy, and long-term planning (e.g., Stout and Le 2012) and 

individual efforts to get ahead economically (e.g., Reynolds et al. 2019).  

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

As mentioned in previous chapters, there are measurement limitations in my 

analysis. Since 2002, the GSS has asked respondents to self-identify their race and 

records up to three mentions; the race variable (with response categories of White, Black, 

and Other) is then imputed based on the first mention and other information (NORC 

2021b). The Other race category includes American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian 

(including Asian Indian, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Other 

Asian), Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (including Guamanian or Chamorro 

and Samoan), Some Other Race, and Hispanic respondents. While condensing diverse 

respondents into the Other race category may mask differences in pessimism about the 

American Dream, there are small cell sample sizes when race is analyzed in a more 

detailed breakdown. For example, only 0.3% of respondents in the larger analytic sample 

identify as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander and only 1.4% identify as American 

Indian or Alaska Native. Additionally, 9.1% of respondents in the larger analytic sample 

that identified as White also identified as Hispanic on a separate GSS question about 

Hispanic ethnicity. The GSS measures total family income by asking the respondent to 

identify which group their totally family income, from all sources, fell last year before 
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taxes and the highest option is the $25,000 or over group. The total family income 

variable, however, is a continuous measure in the dataset. Additionally, small cell sample 

sizes, for example the limited number of Non-White respondents, may have impacted the 

interaction analyses in Chapter 4.  

There are also potential limitations with my dependent variable, pessimism about 

the American Dream. As previously mentioned, respondents that are doing well (for 

example, those that are higher income or those that are homeowners) may disagree with 

the statement (“the way things are in America, people like me and my family have a good 

chance of improving our standard of living”) because they feel they already have a good 

standard of living, not because they are pessimistic. Additionally, research has linked 

educational attainment to social desirability reporting in the GSS. Although more relevant 

for measures of social tolerance attitudes, this research suggests that respondents, 

especially those with higher levels of education, may answer the question in a way that 

seems more desirable. In other words, they may be more likely to say they are optimistic 

because that seems more socially desirable (Heerwig and McCabe 2009).  

Additionally, not all counties in the GSS data are identified in the IPUMS data. 

Since counties are not identified in public-use microdata from 1950 onwards, IPUMS 

identifies counties, where possible, from other low-level geographic identifiers. Counties 

are identified if and only if: 1) they are coterminous with a single State Economic Area 

(SEA), county group, or Public Use Microdata Area (PUMA) or 2) they contain multiple 

SEAs, county groups, or PUMAs, none of which extend into other counties (IPUMS 

USA 2022). The exclusion of certain counties, potentially those that are in rural areas and 

micropolitan areas, from the analyses in Chapters 3 and 4 may impact my findings. 
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Since this analysis only uses GSS data through 2018, future research using the 

newer 2020 data (and the 2022 data when available) may provide important updates to 

the findings. In particular, research suggests that the connection between young people 

and pessimism about the American Dream may be more nuanced. Initially there was 

concern that that young Americans, especially millennials (aged 18 to 29), were 

becoming increasingly pessimistic about the American Dream due to educational, 

housing, and healthcare costs and concerns about economic opportunity (Gass 2015; 

Williams 2018). More recent research, however, indicates that respondents ages 13 to 23 

(Gen Z) and 24 to 39 (millennials) believe in and are confident about the American 

Dream (Manno 2020). This phenomenon of youth pessimism, and potential shift towards 

optimism, about the American Dream may be newer than my research is able to capture.  

While not feasible in my analysis due to a lack of available variables in the GSS 

and IPUMS data, future research could examine potential collective explanations for 

place effects. For example, the influence of collective efficacy on the relationship 

between place and pessimism about the American Dream. As previously mentioned, a 

sense of community belonging has a positive impact on optimism about economic 

opportunities (Bandelj and Lanuza 2018). Chetty et al. (2014) find that social capital, 

conceptualized as the strength of social networks and engagement in local areas, is 

associated with intergenerational mobility. They measure social capital with an index 

(based on voter turnout rates, fraction of people who return their census forms, and 

various measures of participation in community organizations), with religiosity (fraction 

of religious individuals) and rate of violent crime. Future research could examine the 

relationships between place, pessimism about the American Dream, and questions that 
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gauge respondents’ sense of collective efficacy, their sense of community belonging, the 

strength of their social networks, and/or their engagement in their local community as 

these measures may be impacted by shared norms, traditions, values, and interests. For 

example, Plaut, Markus, and Lachman (2002) examine regional differences in well-being 

and find that respondents in New England place an emphasis on good relations and on 

others.  

Additionally, future research could examine the influence of other variables, as 

mentioned in previous chapters, that may impact the relationship between place and 

pessimism about the American Dream. In terms of individual level-characteristics, 

immigrant status can impact optimism about future mobility (Reynolds et al. 2019). In 

terms of county-level characteristics, county-level income inequality (e.g., Solt et al. 

2016) and changes to county-level over time can influence beliefs (Ellis 2017). These 

suggestions are not comprehensive; McCall (2013) examines, for example, the influence 

of media coverage of inequality on beliefs. 

Future research could also use other GSS measures to conceptualize pessimism 

about the American Dream in different ways. For example, the GSS measures confidence 

in institutions (including banks and financial institutions, major companies, press, and 

Congress). Distrust in institutions has been linked to beliefs and attitudes about 

opportunity (Jillson 2004; Purtill 2020). The GSS also asks about children’s standard of 

living: “When your children are at the age you are now, do you think their standard of 

living will be much better, somewhat better, about the same, somewhat worse, or much 

worse than yours is now?”. Concerns about children’s standard of living being worse than 
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their parents has also been linked to beliefs and attitudes about opportunity (Pew 2011; 

Luhby 2021).  

Finally, future research could expand on this dissertation to examine the 

relationship between place and pessimism about the American Dream qualitatively. 

Qualitative analysis can be done in conjunction with the quantitative analysis. For 

example, Hochschild (1996) uses a combination of census data, opinion polls, 

ethnographies, national surveys, and more to broadly explore beliefs in the American 

Dream. Qualitative analysis can also be done on its own to examine this relationship. For 

example, Johnson (2006), drawing on interviews in three cities in the United States, 

examines beliefs about wealth inequality and the American Dream. A qualitative 

component may help to better analyze the influence of collective efficacy in a place or 

the influence of culture in the South, in terms of both a culture of optimism and a culture 

of honor.  

As James Truslow Adams, who popularized the concept of the American Dream, 

stated in The Epic of America (1931), “It has been a great epic and a great dream. What, 

now, of the future?” (405). Research, like this dissertation, is needed to examine and 

better understand the American Dream in contemporary American society. Amidst 

concern that sociology has dismissed the American Dream in research (Manza and 

Brooks 2014), there is support for the discipline being particularly well-suited for 

conducting research on the American Dream (Hauhart 2015).  
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APPENDIX A 

CENSUS BUREAU REGIONS 
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APPENDIX B 

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 2 HYPOTHESES 

 

Hypothesis 1: Respondents who live in the Midwest are 
more pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 
older, are lower-income, and are unemployed.  

Supported 

Hypothesis 2: Respondents who live in the South are 
less pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents who live in the Northeast because they are 
Non-White and are homeowners. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 3: Respondents who live in the West are less 
pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents 
who live in the Northeast because they are male, are 
higher-income, and are married.  

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 4: Respondents who live in suburban areas 
(including exurban areas) are more pessimistic about the 
American Dream than respondents who live in urban 
areas because they are White.  

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 5: Respondents who live in rural areas 
(including micropolitan areas) are more pessimistic 
about the American Dream than respondents who live in 
urban areas because they are White, older, lower-
income, unemployed, and less educated.  

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 6: Respondents that live in the South are less 
pessimistic about the American Dream than respondents 
that live in the Northeast because they are Non-White 
homeowners. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 7: Respondents who live in rural areas 
(including micropolitan areas) are more pessimistic 
about the American Dream than respondents who live in 
urban areas because they are White lower-income 
people. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 8: Respondents who live in rural areas 
(including micropolitan areas) are more pessimistic 
about the American Dream than respondents who live in 
urban areas because they are White less-educated 
people. 

Not Supported  
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APPENDIX C 

COUNTIES IDENTIFIED BY IPUMS 

 

State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Alabama Baldwin 01 0030 003 X X 
Alabama Calhoun/Benton 01 0150 015 X X 
Alabama Dallas 01 0470 047   
Alabama Etowah 01 0550 055 X X 
Alabama Jefferson 01 0730 073 X X 
Alabama Lee 01 0810 081 X X 
Alabama Madison 01 0890 089   
Alabama Mobile 01 0970 097 X X 
Alabama Montgomery 01 1010 101   
Alabama Shelby 01 1170 117 X X 
Alabama Talladega 01 1210 121   
Alabama Tuscaloosa 01 1250 125 X  
Alabama Walker 01 1270 127   
Alaska Anchorage 02 0200 020 X X 
Arizona Coconino 04 0050 005 X X 
Arizona Maricopa 04 0130 013 X X 
Arizona Pima 04 0190 019 X X 
Arizona Yavapai 04 0250 025 X X 
Arizona Yuma 04 0270 027 X X 
Arkansas Benton 05 0070 007 X X 
Arkansas Pulaski 05 1190 119 X X 
Arkansas Saline 05 1250 125  X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Arkansas Washington 05 1430 143 X X 
California Alameda 06 0010 001 X X 
California Butte 06 0070 007 X X 
California Contra Costa 06 0130 013 X X 
California El Dorado 06 0170 017 X X 
California Fresno 06 0190 019 X X 
California Humboldt 06 0230 023 X X 
California Imperial 06 0250 025 X X 
California Kern 06 0290 029 X X 
California Kings 06 0310 031 X X 
California Los Angeles 06 0370 037 X X 
California Madera 06 0390 039 X X 
California Marin 06 0410 041 X X 
California Merced 06 0470 047 X X 
California Monterey 06 0530 053   
California Napa 06 0550 055 X X 
California Orange 06 0590 059 X X 
California Placer 06 0610 061 X X 
California Riverside 06 0650 065 X X 
California Sacramento 06 0670 067 X X 
California San Bernardino 06 0710 071 X X 
California San Diego 06 0730 073 X X 
California San Francisco 06 0750 075 X X 
California San Joaquin 06 0770 077 X X 
California San Luis Obispo 06 0790 079 X X 
California San Mateo 06 0810 081 X X 
California Santa Barbara 06 0830 083 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
California Santa Clara 06 0850 085 X X 
California Santa Cruz 06 0870 087 X X 
California Shasta 06 0890 089 X X 
California Solano 06 0950 095 X X 
California Sonoma 06 0970 097 X X 
California Stanislaus 06 0990 099 X X 
California Tulare 06 1070 107 X X 
California Ventura 06 1110 111 X X 
California Yolo 06 1130 113 X X 
Colorado Adams 08 0010 001   
Colorado Arapahoe 08 0050 005   
Colorado Boulder 08 0130 013   
Colorado Denver 08 0310 031   
Colorado El Paso 08 0410 041 X  
Colorado Jefferson 08 0590 059   
Colorado Larimer 08 0690 069  X 
Colorado Pueblo 08 1010 101   
Colorado Weld 08 1230 123 X  
Connecticut Fairfield 09 0010 001 X X 
Connecticut Hartford 09 0030 003 X X 
Connecticut Litchfield 09 0050 005 X X 
Connecticut Middlesex 09 0070 007 X X 
Connecticut New Haven 09 0090 009 X X 
Connecticut New London 09 0110 011 X X 
Connecticut Tolland 09 0130 013 X X 
Connecticut Windham 09 0150 015 X X 
Delaware Kent 10 0010 001 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Delaware New Castle 10 0030 003 X X 
Delaware Sussex 10 0050 005 X X 
District of 
Columbia District of Columbia 11 0010 001 X X 
Florida Alachua 12 0010 001 X X 
Florida Bay 12 0050 005 X  
Florida Brevard/St Lucie 12 0090 009 X X 
Florida Broward 12 0110 011 X X 
Florida Charlotte 12 0150 015 X X 
Florida Citrus 12 0170 017  X 
Florida Clay 12 0190 019 X X 
Florida Collier 12 0210 021 X X 
Florida Duval 12 0310 031  X 
Florida Escambia 12 0330 033 X X 
Florida Hernando/Benton 12 0530 053 X X 
Florida Hillsborough 12 0570 057 X X 
Florida Indian River 12 0610 061  X 
Florida Lake 12 0690 069 X  
Florida Lee 12 0710 071 X X 
Florida Leon 12 0730 073  X 
Florida Manatee 12 0810 081 X X 
Florida Marion 12 0830 083 X X 
Florida Martin 12 0850 085 X X 
Florida Dade/Miami-Dade 12 0250 086   
Florida Okaloosa 12 0910 091 X X 
Florida Orange/Mesquito 12 0950 095 X X 
Florida Osceola 12 0970 097 X X 
Florida Palm Beach 12 0990 099 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Florida Pasco 12 1010 101 X X 
Florida Pinellas 12 1030 103 X X 
Florida Polk 12 1050 105 X X 
Florida St Johns 12 1090 109 X  
Florida St Lucie 12 1110 111 X X 
Florida Santa Rosa 12 1130 113 X X 
Florida Sarasota 12 1150 115 X X 
Florida Seminole 12 1170 117 X X 
Florida Volusia 12 1270 127 X  
Georgia Bartow/Cass 13 0150 015  X 
Georgia Bibb 13 0210 021 X X 
Georgia Carroll 13 0450 045  X 
Georgia Chatham 13 0510 051 X X 
Georgia Cherokee 13 0570 057 X X 
Georgia Clarke 13 0590 059  X 
Georgia Clayton 13 0630 063 X X 
Georgia Cobb 13 0670 067 X X 
Georgia Columbia 13 0730 073  X 
Georgia Coweta 13 0770 077  X 
Georgia De Kalb 13 0890 089 X  
Georgia Douglas 13 0970 097  X 
Georgia Fayette 13 1130 113  X 
Georgia Forsyth 13 1170 117  X 
Georgia Fulton 13 1210 121 X  
Georgia Gwinnett 13 1350 135 X X 
Georgia Hall 13 1390 139 X X 
Georgia Henry 13 1510 151 X X 



 

150 
 

State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Georgia Lowndes 13 1850 185  X 
Georgia Muscogee 13 2150 215 X  
Georgia Paulding 13 2230 223  X 
Georgia Richmond 13 2450 245 X X 
Georgia Whitfield 13 3130 313  X 
Hawaii Hawaii 15 0010 001 X X 
Hawaii Honolulu 15 0030 003 X X 
Idaho Ada 16 0010 001 X  
Idaho Bonneville 16 0190 019  X 
Idaho Canyon 16 0270 027 X  
Illinois Adams 17 0010 001   
Illinois Champaign 17 0190 019 X X 
Illinois Cook 17 0310 031 X X 
Illinois De Kalb 17 0370 037  X 
Illinois Du Page 17 0430 043 X X 
Illinois Kane 17 0890 089  X 
Illinois Kankakee 17 0910 091 X X 
Illinois Knox 17 0950 095   
Illinois Lake 17 0970 097 X X 
Illinois LaSalle 17 0990 099 X X 
Illinois McHenry 17 1110 111  X 
Illinois McLean 17 1130 113 X X 
Illinois Macon 17 1150 115 X X 
Illinois Madison 17 1190 119  X 
Illinois Peoria 17 1430 143  X 
Illinois Rock Island 17 1610 161  X 
Illinois St Clair 17 1630 163  X 



 

151 
 

State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Illinois Sangamon 17 1670 167  X 
Illinois Tazewell 17 1790 179 X X 
Illinois Vermilion 17 1830 183   
Illinois Will 17 1970 197  X 
Illinois Winnebago 17 2010 201   
Indiana Allen 18 0030 003 X X 
Indiana Clark 18 0190 019  X 
Indiana Delaware 18 0350 035 X X 
Indiana Elkhart 18 0390 039 X X 
Indiana Hendricks 18 0630 063  X 
Indiana Johnson 18 0810 081 X X 
Indiana Lake 18 0890 089 X X 
Indiana La Porte 18 0910 091 X X 
Indiana Madison 18 0950 095  X 
Indiana Marion 18 0970 097 X X 
Indiana Monroe 18 1050 105 X X 
Indiana Porter 18 1270 127 X X 
Indiana St Joseph 18 1410 141 X X 
Indiana Tippecanoe 18 1570 157  X 
Indiana Vanderburgh 18 1630 163  X 
Indiana Vigo 18 1670 167  X 
Indiana Wayne 18 1770 177   
Iowa Black Hawk 19 0130 013 X X 
Iowa Johnson 19 1030 103 X X 
Iowa Linn 19 1130 113 X X 
Iowa Polk 19 1530 153 X  
Iowa Scott 19 1630 163 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Iowa Woodbury 19 1930 193 X  
Kansas Douglas 20 0450 045  X 
Kansas Johnson 20 0910 091 X X 
Kansas Saline 20 1690 169   
Kansas Sedgwick 20 1730 173   
Kansas Shawnee 20 1770 177 X  
Kansas Wyandotte 20 2090 209 X X 
Kentucky Boone 21 0150 015  X 
Kentucky Boyd 21 0190 019   
Kentucky Fayette 21 0670 067 X X 
Kentucky Jefferson 21 1110 111 X X 
Kentucky Kenton 21 1170 117 X X 
Kentucky McCracken 21 1450 145   
Kentucky Pike 21 1950 195   
Kentucky Warren 21 2270 227  X 
Louisiana Ascension 22 0050 005  X 
Louisiana Caddo 22 0170 017 X X 
Louisiana Calcasieu 22 0190 019 X  
Louisiana East Baton Rouge 22 0330 033  X 
Louisiana Jefferson 22 0510 051   
Louisiana Lafayette 22 0550 055  X 
Louisiana Orleans 22 0710 071  X 
Louisiana Ouachita 22 0730 073 X X 
Louisiana Rapides 22 0790 079 X  
Louisiana St Tammany 22 1030 103  X 
Louisiana Tangipahoa 22 1050 105 X  
Louisiana Terrebonne 22 1090 109 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Maine Androscoggin 23 0010 001 X X 
Maine Cumberland 23 0050 005   
Maine Kennebec 23 0110 011 X X 
Maine Penobscot 23 0190 019  X 
Maine York 23 0310 031   
Maryland Anne Arundel 24 0030 003 X X 
Maryland Baltimore 24 0050 005 X X 
Maryland Carroll 24 0110 013 X X 
Maryland Cecil 24 0130 015  X 
Maryland Charles 24 0150 017 X X 
Maryland Frederick 24 0190 021 X X 
Maryland Garrett 24 0210 023   
Maryland Harford 24 0230 025 X X 
Maryland Howard 24 0250 027 X X 
Maryland Montgomery 24 0290 031 X X 
Maryland Prince Georges 24 0310 033 X X 
Maryland Washington 24 0410 043 X X 
Maryland Wicomico 24 0430 045   
Maryland Baltimore City 24 5100 510 X X 
Massachusetts Berkshire 25 0030 003  X 
Massachusetts Bristol 25 0050 005   
Massachusetts Essex 25 0090 009 X  
Massachusetts Franklin 25 0110 011   
Massachusetts Hampden 25 0130 013   
Massachusetts Hampshire 25 0150 015   
Massachusetts Middlesex 25 0170 017   
Massachusetts Norfolk 25 0210 021   
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Massachusetts Plymouth 25 0230 023   
Massachusetts Suffolk 25 0250 025 X X 
Massachusetts Worcester 25 0270 027   
Michigan Allegan 26 0050 005  X 
Michigan Bay 26 0170 017   
Michigan Berrien 26 0210 021 X X 
Michigan Calhoun 26 0250 025 X  
Michigan Genesee 26 0490 049   
Michigan Ingham 26 0650 065  X 
Michigan Jackson 26 0750 075 X X 
Michigan Kalamazoo 26 0770 077  X 
Michigan Kent 26 0810 081 X X 
Michigan Livingston 26 0930 093 X X 
Michigan Macomb 26 0990 099 X X 
Michigan Midland 26 1110 111   
Michigan Monroe 26 1150 115 X X 
Michigan Muskegon 26 1210 121 X X 
Michigan Oakland 26 1250 125 X X 
Michigan Ottawa 26 1390 139 X X 
Michigan Saginaw 26 1450 145 X X 
Michigan St Clair 26 1470 147  X 
Michigan Washtenaw 26 1610 161 X X 
Michigan Wayne 26 1630 163 X X 
Minnesota Anoka 27 0030 003 X X 
Minnesota Dakota 27 0370 037 X X 
Minnesota Hennepin 27 0530 053 X X 
Minnesota Olmsted 27 1090 109 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Minnesota Ramsey 27 1230 123 X X 
Minnesota St Louis 27 1370 137 X  
Minnesota Stearns 27 1450 145  X 
Minnesota Washington 27 1630 163 X X 
Minnesota Wright 27 1710 171  X 
Mississippi Bolivar 28 0110 011   
Mississippi De Soto 28 0330 033 X X 
Mississippi Harrison 28 0470 047 X X 
Mississippi Hinds 28 0490 049   
Mississippi Jackson 28 0590 059 X X 
Mississippi Rankin 28 1210 121 X  
Mississippi Washington 28 1510 151   
Missouri Boone 29 0190 019 X X 
Missouri Franklin 29 0710 071  X 
Missouri Greene 29 0770 077   
Missouri Jackson 29 0950 095  X 
Missouri Jefferson 29 0990 099 X X 
Missouri St Charles 29 1830 183 X X 
Missouri St Louis 29 1890 189 X X 
Missouri St Louis City 29 5100 510 X X 
Montana Cascade 30 0130 013   
Montana Yellowstone 30 1110 111 X  
Nebraska Douglas 31 0550 055 X X 
Nebraska Lancaster 31 1090 109 X X 
Nebraska Sarpy 31 1530 153  X 
Nevada Clark 32 0030 003 X X 
Nevada Washoe 32 0310 031 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
New Hampshire Hillsborough 33 0110 011   
New Hampshire Merrimack 33 0130 013   
New Hampshire Rockingham 33 0150 015   
New Hampshire Strafford 33 0170 017 X  
New Jersey Atlantic 34 0010 001 X  
New Jersey Bergen 34 0030 003 X X 
New Jersey Burlington 34 0050 005 X X 
New Jersey Camden 34 0070 007 X X 
New Jersey Cape May 34 0090 009 X  
New Jersey Cumberland 34 0110 011 X  
New Jersey Essex 34 0130 013 X X 
New Jersey Gloucester 34 0150 015  X 
New Jersey Hudson 34 0170 017 X X 
New Jersey Hunterdon 34 0190 019 X X 
New Jersey Mercer 34 0210 021 X X 
New Jersey Middlesex 34 0230 023 X X 
New Jersey Monmouth 34 0250 025 X X 
New Jersey Morris 34 0270 027 X X 
New Jersey Ocean 34 0290 029 X X 
New Jersey Passaic 34 0310 031 X X 
New Jersey Somerset 34 0350 035 X X 
New Jersey Sussex 34 0370 037 X X 
New Jersey Union 34 0390 039 X X 
New Jersey Warren 34 0410 041 X X 
New Mexico Bernalillo 35 0010 001 X  
New Mexico Dona Ana 35 0130 013 X X 
New Mexico Eddy 35 0150 015   
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
New Mexico Lea 35 0250 025   
New Mexico Sandival 35 0430 043  X 
New Mexico San Juan 35 0450 045 X  
New Mexico Santa Fe 35 0490 049  X 
New York Albany 36 0010 001 X X 
New York Bronx 36 0050 005 X X 
New York Broome 36 0070 007   
New York Chautauqua 36 0130 013 X X 
New York Clinton 36 0190 019   
New York Dutchess 36 0270 027 X X 
New York Erie 36 0290 029 X X 
New York Jefferson 36 0450 045   
New York Kings 36 0470 047 X X 
New York Monroe 36 0550 055  X 
New York Montgomery 36 0570 057   
New York Nassau 36 0590 059 X X 
New York New York 36 0610 061 X X 
New York Niagara 36 0630 063 X X 
New York Oneida 36 0650 065   
New York Onondaga 36 0670 067   
New York Ontario 36 0690 069 X  
New York Orange 36 0710 071 X X 
New York Oswego 36 0750 075 X X 
New York Otsego 36 0770 077   
New York Queens 36 0810 081 X X 
New York Rensselaer 36 0830 083 X X 
New York Richmond 36 0850 085 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
New York Rockland 36 0870 087 X X 
New York St Lawrence 36 0890 089 X X 
New York Saratoga 36 0910 091 X X 
New York Schenectady 36 0930 093 X X 
New York Suffolk 36 1030 103 X X 
New York Tompkins 36 1090 109  X 
New York Ulster 36 1110 111   
New York Westchester 36 1190 119   
North Carolina Alamance 37 0010 001 X X 
North Carolina Brunswick 37 0190 019  X 
North Carolina Buncombe 37 0210 021  X 
North Carolina Burke 37 0230 023   
North Carolina Cabarrus 37 0250 025 X  
North Carolina Catawba 37 0350 035 X X 
North Carolina Cleveland 37 0450 045   
North Carolina Craven 37 0490 049  X 
North Carolina Cumberland 37 0510 051 X X 
North Carolina Davidson 37 0570 057 X X 
North Carolina Durham 37 0630 063  X 
North Carolina Edgecombe 37 0650 065   
North Carolina Forsyth 37 0670 067 X X 
North Carolina Gaston 37 0710 071  X 
North Carolina Guilford 37 0810 081 X X 
North Carolina Harnett 37 0850 085  X 
North Carolina Iredell 37 0970 097 X  
North Carolina Johnston 37 1010 101  X 
North Carolina Mecklenburg 37 1190 119 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
North Carolina Nash 37 1270 127   
North Carolina New Hanover 37 1290 129   
North Carolina Onslow 37 1330 133 X  
North Carolina Orange 37 1350 135  X 
North Carolina Pitt 37 1470 147 X X 
North Carolina Randolph 37 1510 151 X X 
North Carolina Robeson 37 1550 155 X  
North Carolina Rowan 37 1590 159 X X 
North Carolina Union 37 1790 179 X  
North Carolina Wake 37 1830 183  X 
North Carolina Wayne 37 1910 191 X X 
North Carolina Wilson 37 1950 195   
North Dakota Cass 38 0170 017 X X 
Ohio Allen 39 0030 003  X 
Ohio Ashtabula 39 0070 007 X X 
Ohio Butler 39 0170 017 X X 
Ohio Clark 39 0230 023  X 
Ohio Clermont 39 0250 025   
Ohio Columbiana 39 0290 029 X X 
Ohio Cuyahoga 39 0350 035 X X 
Ohio Delaware 39 0410 041 X X 
Ohio Erie 39 0430 043   
Ohio Fairfield 39 0450 045 X X 
Ohio Franklin 39 0490 049 X X 
Ohio Greene 39 0570 057 X X 
Ohio Hamilton 39 0610 061 X X 
Ohio Lake 39 0850 085   
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Ohio Lawrence 39 0870 087   
Ohio Licking 39 0890 089 X X 
Ohio Lorain 39 0930 093 X X 
Ohio Lucas 39 0950 095   
Ohio Mahoning 39 0990 099   
Ohio Marion 39 1010 101   
Ohio Medina 39 1030 103 X X 
Ohio Miami 39 1090 109  X 
Ohio Montgomery 39 1130 113 X X 
Ohio Portage 39 1330 133 X X 
Ohio Richland 39 1390 139 X X 
Ohio Seneca 39 1470 147   
Ohio Stark 39 1510 151   
Ohio Summit 39 1530 153 X X 
Ohio Trumbull 39 1550 155   
Ohio Tuscarawas 39 1570 157   
Ohio Warren 39 1650 165 X X 
Ohio Wayne 39 1690 169 X X 
Ohio Wood 39 1730 173   
Oklahoma Canadian 40 0170 017  X 
Oklahoma Cleveland 40 0270 027  X 
Oklahoma Comanche 40 0310 031   
Oklahoma Kay 40 0710 071   
Oklahoma Oklahoma 40 1090 109  X 
Oklahoma Tulsa 40 1430 143   
Oregon Clackamas 41 0050 005  X 
Oregon Deschutes 41 0170 017 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Oregon Douglas 41 0190 019 X X 
Oregon Jackson 41 0290 029 X X 
Oregon Lane 41 0390 039 X X 
Oregon Marion 41 0470 047 X X 
Oregon Multnomah 41 0510 051  X 
Oregon Washington 41 0670 067  X 
Pennsylvania Adams 42 0010 001   
Pennsylvania Allegheny 42 0030 003 X X 
Pennsylvania Armstrong 42 0050 005   
Pennsylvania Beaver 42 0070 007   
Pennsylvania Berks 42 0110 011 X X 
Pennsylvania Blair 42 0130 013 X  
Pennsylvania Bucks 42 0170 017 X X 
Pennsylvania Butler 42 0190 019 X X 
Pennsylvania Cambria 42 0210 021  X 
Pennsylvania Centre 42 0270 027 X X 
Pennsylvania Chester 42 0290 029 X X 
Pennsylvania Dauphin 42 0430 043 X X 
Pennsylvania Delaware 42 0450 045 X X 
Pennsylvania Erie 42 0490 049 X X 
Pennsylvania Fayette 42 0510 051 X X 
Pennsylvania Franklin 42 0550 055   
Pennsylvania Indiana 42 0630 063   
Pennsylvania Lackawanna 42 0690 069   
Pennsylvania Lancaster 42 0710 071 X X 
Pennsylvania Lawrence 42 0730 073   
Pennsylvania Lebanon 42 0750 075 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Pennsylvania Lehigh 42 0770 077   
Pennsylvania Luzerne 42 0790 079   
Pennsylvania Lycoming 42 0810 081 X  
Pennsylvania McKean 42 0830 083   
Pennsylvania Mercer 42 0850 085 X X 
Pennsylvania Monroe 42 0890 089 X X 
Pennsylvania Montgomery 42 0910 091 X X 
Pennsylvania Northampton 42 0950 095 X  
Pennsylvania Philadelphia 42 1010 101 X X 
Pennsylvania Schuylkill 42 1070 107 X X 
Pennsylvania Somerset 42 1110 111   
Pennsylvania Washington 42 1250 125   
Pennsylvania Westmoreland 42 1290 129 X X 
Pennsylvania York 42 1330 133 X X 
Rhode Island Kent 44 0030 003 X X 
Rhode Island Providence 44 0070 007 X X 
Rhode Island Washington 44 0090 009 X X 
South Carolina Aiken 45 0030 003 X  
South Carolina Anderson 45 0070 007 X X 
South Carolina Berkeley 45 0150 015 X  
South Carolina Charleston 45 0190 019 X  
South Carolina Darlington 45 0310 031   
South Carolina Florence 45 0410 041   
South Carolina Greenville 45 0450 045 X  
South Carolina Horry 45 0510 051 X X 
South Carolina Lexington 45 0630 063   
South Carolina Richland 45 0790 079   
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
South Carolina Spartanburg 45 0830 083 X X 
South Carolina Sumter 45 0850 085 X  
South Carolina York 45 0910 091 X X 
South Dakota Minnehaha 46 0990 099   
Tennessee Blount 47 0090 009 X X 
Tennessee Davidson 47 0370 037 X X 
Tennessee Hamilton 47 0650 065  X 
Tennessee Knox 47 0930 093   
Tennessee Montgomery 47 1250 125 X  
Tennessee Rutherford 47 1490 149 X X 
Tennessee Shelby 47 1570 157 X X 
Tennessee Sullivan 47 1630 163   
Tennessee Sumner 47 1650 165  X 
Tennessee Washington 47 1790 179 X X 
Tennessee Williamson 47 1870 187 X X 
Tennessee Wilson 47 1890 189  X 
Texas Bell 48 0270 027  X 
Texas Bexar 48 0290 029 X X 
Texas Brazoria 48 0390 039 X X 
Texas Brazos 48 0410 041 X X 
Texas Cameron 48 0610 061 X X 
Texas Collin 48 0850 085 X X 
Texas Comal 48 0910 091  X 
Texas Dallas 48 1130 113 X X 
Texas Denton 48 1210 121 X X 
Texas Ector 48 1350 135 X X 
Texas Ellis 48 1390 139 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Texas El Paso 48 1410 141 X X 
Texas Fort Bend 48 1570 157 X X 
Texas Galveston 48 1670 167 X X 
Texas Gregg 48 1830 183  X 
Texas Guadalupe 48 1870 187  X 
Texas Harris 48 2010 201 X X 
Texas Hays 48 2090 209  X 
Texas Hidalgo 48 2150 215 X X 
Texas Jefferson 48 2450 245 X X 
Texas Johnson 48 2510 251 X X 
Texas Kaufman 48 2570 257  X 
Texas Lubbock 48 3030 303 X X 
Texas McLennan 48 3090 309 X X 
Texas Midland 48 3290 329 X X 
Texas Montgomery 48 3390 339  X 
Texas Nueces 48 3550 355  X 
Texas Parker 48 3670 367  X 
Texas Potter 48 3750 375 X X 
Texas Randall 48 3810 381 X X 
Texas Smith 48 4230 423 X X 
Texas Tarrant 48 4390 439  X 
Texas Taylor 48 4410 441 X X 
Texas Tom Green 48 4510 451  X 
Texas Travis 48 4530 453  X 
Texas Webb 48 4790 479 X X 
Texas Wichita 48 4850 485 X X 
Texas Williamson 48 4910 491 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Utah Davis 49 0110 011 X X 
Utah Salt Lake 49 0350 035 X X 
Utah Utah 49 0490 049 X X 
Utah Washington 49 0530 053  X 
Utah Weber 49 0570 057 X X 
Vermont Chittenden 50 0070 007   
Virginia Arlington/Alexandria 51 0130 013 X X 
Virginia Chesterfield 51 0410 041 X X 
Virginia Henrico 51 0870 087 X X 
Virginia Loudoun 51 1070 107  X 
Virginia Alexandria City 51 5100 510 X X 
Virginia Chesapeake City 51 5500 550 X X 
Virginia Hampton 51 6500 650 X X 
Virginia Lynchburg City 51 6800 680   
Virginia Newport News 51 7000 700 X X 
Virginia Norfolk City 51 7100 710 X  
Virginia Portsmouth 51 7400 740   
Virginia Richmond City 51 7600 760 X X 
Virginia Roanoke City 51 7700 770   
Virginia Virginia Beach City 51 8100 810 X X 
Washington Benton 53 0050 005   
Washington Clark 53 0110 011 X X 
Washington Grays Harbor/Cheh 53 0270 027   
Washington King 53 0330 033 X X 
Washington Kitsap 53 0350 035 X X 
Washington Pierce 53 0530 053 X X 
Washington Snohomish 53 0610 061 X X 
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State County Name (ICPSR) 

IPUMS USA Variables 
Counties Identified by IPUMS USA 

Sample 

STATEFIP COUNTYICP COUNTYFIP 
ACS 2006-

2011 
2010 10%, ACS 2012-

onward 
Washington Spokane 53 0630 063 X X 
Washington Thurston 53 0670 067 X X 
Washington Whatcom 53 0730 073 X X 
Washington Yakima 53 0770 077 X X 
West Virginia Cabell 54 0110 011   
West Virginia Logan 54 0450 045   
West Virginia Marion 54 0490 049   
West Virginia Mercer 54 0550 055   
West Virginia Wood 54 1070 107   
Wisconsin Brown 55 0090 009 X X 
Wisconsin Dane 55 0250 025 X X 
Wisconsin Dodge 55 0270 027   
Wisconsin Fond Du Lac 55 0390 039   
Wisconsin Jefferson 55 0550 055   
Wisconsin Kenosha 55 0590 059 X X 
Wisconsin La Crosse 55 0630 063 X X 
Wisconsin Manitowoc 55 0710 071   
Wisconsin Marathon 55 0730 073 X X 
Wisconsin Milwaukee 55 0790 079  X 
Wisconsin Outagamie 55 0870 087  X 
Wisconsin Racine 55 1010 101 X X 
Wisconsin Rock 55 1050 105 X X 
Wisconsin Sheboygan 55 1170 117 X X 
Wisconsin Walworth 55 1270 127  X 
Wisconsin Waukesha 55 1330 133  X 
Wisconsin Winnebago 55 1390 139  X 
Wisconsin Wood 55 1410 141   
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APPENDIX D 

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 3 HYPOTHESES 

 

Hypothesis 1: Respondents who live in the Midwest are 
more pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents who live in the Northeast because they live 
in counties that have a high 
er percentage of older people and they live in counties 
that have a lower percentage of people with a 
bachelor’s degree or above.  

Supported (Age Context) 

Hypothesis 2: Respondents who live in the South are 
less pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents who live in the Northeast because they live 
in counties that have a higher percentage of married 
people. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 3: Respondents who live in the West are 
less pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents who live in the Northeast because they live 
in counties that have a lower percentage of older 
people and they live in counties that have a higher 
percentage of married people.  

Supported (Age Context) 

Hypothesis 4: Respondents who live in suburban areas 
(including exurban areas) are more pessimistic about 
the American Dream than respondents who live in 
urban areas because they live in counties that have a 
higher percentage of older people.  

Supported (Age Context) 

Hypothesis 5: Respondents who live in rural areas 
(including micropolitan areas) are more pessimistic 
about the American Dream than respondents who live 
in urban areas because they live in counties that have a 
lower percentage of younger people (and a higher 
percentage of older people) and they live in counties 
that have a higher percentage of unemployed people.  

Supported (Age Context) 
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APPENDIX E 

MAP OF COUNTIES WITH LOWEST AND HIGHEST MEAN AGES 
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APPENDIX F 

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 4 HYPOTHESES 

 

Hypothesis 1: White respondents who live in counties with 
a higher percentage of Non-White people are more 
pessimistic about the American Dream than Non-White 
respondents who live in counties with a higher percentage 
of Non-White people. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 2: Older respondents who live in counties with 
a higher mean age are more pessimistic about the 
American Dream than younger respondents who live in 
counties with a higher mean age. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 3: Unemployed respondents who live in 
counties with a higher percentage of unemployed people 
are more pessimistic about the American Dream than 
employed residents who live in counties with a higher 
percentage of unemployed people. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 4: Respondents without a BA who live in 
counties with a higher percentage of people without a BA 
are more pessimistic about the American Dream than 
respondents with a BA+ who live in counties with a higher 
percentage of people without a BA. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 5: Respondents who are not married who live 
in counties with a higher percentage of people who are not 
married are more pessimistic about the American Dream 
than respondents who are married who live in counties 
with a higher percentage of people who are not married. 

Not Supported  

Hypothesis 6: Respondents who are not homeowners who 
live in counties with a higher percentage of people who are 
not homeowners are more pessimistic about the American 
Dream than respondents who are homeowners who live in 
counties with a higher percentage of people who are not 
homeowners. 

Not Supported  
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