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• “Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness”: The basic definition of the American Dream 

remains stable, changing little since 2008. For most, it’s an aspirational concept, closely echoing 
the Declaration of Independence’s promise of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”

• The American Dream is under stress...: After four years of economic turmoil, the American 
Dream has undergone severe challenge. Skepticism about the current and future viability of the 
idea is relatively high, and negative sentiment has increased.

• For most, the Dream slips out of reach: While a wide majority of Americans still believe in the 
American Dream as a concept, they feel it has become far more difficult to actually achieve in 
the past 5 to 10 years—at least, for most cohorts—and will only become harder still. Almost 4 in 
10 believe they missed out on the best years of the American Dream.

• Americans feel the Dream is becoming significantly harder to achieve for most, especially the 
middle class and— reflecting a streak of resentment toward immigrants—white Americans. 

• Unemployment and high expenses are considered the key external obstacles to achieving the 
Dream, with the government and Wall Street bearing some blame as well. 

• The perception of America as the prime land of opportunity has declined over the last 4-years. 

• Corporations have a role to play in helping Americans achieve the Dream.
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Comments From...
Gretchen Hamel, executive director of Public Notice

Michael F. Ford, founding director of the Center for the Study of The 
American Dream

• The surveys found that for most Americans, the American Dream invokes ideals of financial 
security, freedom and personal well-being for one’s self and one’s family.  Although, when it comes 
to the future, the surveys show people are not so sure.

• “Interestingly, most Americans – a full 75% – told us they had ‘already achieved some measure of 
the American Dream,’. Most (63%) were also confident in their individual ability to reach that 
dream.”

• “Throughout our history, Americans have believed their children and grandchildren would enjoy 
greater opportunities than they have had. “In March, the Mellman Group, polling on behalf of 
Public Notice, asked if the next generation would be better off economically than the current 
generation. Fifty-nine percent answered no, and 11% were unsure.”

• “That survey [2011 Annual State of the American Dream Survey] found that 78% of Americans 
admitted they have ‘less trust’ in government than a few years ago. Similar results were found 
when respondents were asked about corporations and the media.”

• “The American Dream isn’t something that is handed down to us but something we have to strive 
for and earn in each successive generation,”.
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Annual State of the American Dream Survey - 
March 2011

The American Dream remains remarkably resilient despite a continued wave of bad news, 
enormous economic challenges, international uncertainty, and institutional distrust.

• While confidence in the economy and optimism about America's place in the world have significantly 
declined, respondents are nonetheless still confident in their own personal ability to achieve their 
American Dreams.

• Currently, the four most prominent definitions of the American Dream are "a good life for my 
family," "financial security,” "opportunity," and "freedom."

• A large majority of Americans believes that immigration is important to keeping the American Dream 
alive.

• To a significant degree, the American people have lost faith and trust in our nation’s leading public 
and private institutions--heretofore charged with safeguarding the American Dream--including 
politics, business, government, and the media.

• The American people strongly believe that the United States is in rapid decline as it loses economic 
power and influence to rising nations such as China. A majority of Americans now believes that the 
"world looks to many different countries" as the standard for success, while a minority believes 
America "represents the future."
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It’s Not Just About Jobs & The Economy
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We Need To Enable Americans To Achieve More 
Of The American Dream
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ADCI The New Measure Of Success

• The ADCI represents the first measurement that quantifies the American Dream in its entirety. A 
comprehensive and robust measure, the ADCI gauges our nation’s well-being as a function of the 
multifaceted American Dream. The ADCI takes into account all aspects of life in its calculation. It 
measures true aspiration.

• As a statistically validated measure, the ADCI provides business, media and non-profit 
organizations, universities, and institutions with valuable insight into the current economic, political, 
and societal conditions in the United States. Furthermore, the Index will reveal how people living in 
the U.S. feel about their personal well-being and the physical environment.

• Each month, some 1,000 respondents—representative of the US population—respond to 139 
statements pertaining to various aspects of the American Dream. Responses to these statements 
comprise the 35 ADCI dimensions that ultimately make-up the ADCI.

• he monthly index number is a gauge of the level of how well people living in the U.S. are doing at 
achieving the American Dream. The ADCI is based on a scale from 0 to 100. At any one time, the 
ADCI shows us that we are a certain percentage of the way to achieving the American Dream as a 
nation.

• The ADCI can be used by CEOs to evaluate the degree to which residents of an area believe they 
are achieving the American Dream.  The Burghard Group believes this can be an important 
differentiator when considering where to site a new business, expansion or company relocation.
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The New Dialogue

• The economic development profession needs to begin to better understand the ADCI and its sub-
indexes.

• Strategic Plans for communities need to begin including strategies to address competitive gaps is 
ADCI sub-index scores.  Strategic and resultant tactical choices should build on strengths and 
reduce deficiencies.

• The Burghard Group is planning on supporting a shift to the new dialogue by:

– Providing access to monthly Regional data on the www.strengtheningbrandamerica.com 
website.

– Authoring blog posts to illustrate the insights that can be gleaned from the ADCI data.

– Authoring a white paper to provide guidance on how to develop a community strategic plan 
using the ADCI.

– Sponsoring discussions about the ADCI and how to use it in economic development.

– Working with Xavier University to find a way to collect enough data to report the ADCI on a 
state and major MSA level.

• What can you do?  Engage in understanding and using the regional ADCI data to help inform your 
strategic choices on asset creation, infrastructure investment and public policy reform.
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Make the American Dream 
More Attainable And We
Strengthen Brand America
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