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The Collapse of the American Dream 

 The American dream is a phrase that many people think about when coming to America 

or going out into the “real world” but they need to realize that the dream was killed some time 

ago. In America there is only a small percentage of people who believe the American dream is 

still alive and feel like they have a decent job and a good education. The percentage of 

Americans who believe that the American dream is dead is higher than those who believe it to be 

alive. Teenagers who graduate from high school are having trouble finding reasons to continue 

their education and college graduates are having trouble finding work. There is an inequality in 

earnings for today’s youth compared to their parents and grandparents when they started 

working. Instability in single parent households is also a playing factor for a child’s mobility to 

live the American dream. The thought that the American dream is dead is true. Though a small 

percentage of Americans believe it to still be alive, due to having a decent job, there is a larger 

percentage who believe it to be dead because of the thought of there being little to no jobs 

available due to recession in 2007 and not wanting to look for work, teenagers question if they 

should go to college and college graduates have trouble finding work, inequality with pay 

between parents and their children, and the little mobility leaving homes broken and with one 

parent.  
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 In America people are failing to realize that they are already living the “American 

dream.” Some Americans have the things that they need in life to feel like they are living the 

American dream. Those people are the ones who believe that everything is right in their lives. 

According to Everett Rosenfeld,  

A new study shows that a majority of Americans are living the American Dream – 

even if they largely don’t realize it. The poll, conducted by marketing firm DDB 

as part of its 2014 Life Style Study, found that only 40% of American adults over 

the age of 18 believed they were ‘living the American Dream.’ The same 7,015-

person study also found that sizable majorities reported owning a home, receiving 

a ‘good education,’ finding a ‘decent job’ and giving their children better lives 

than they themselves had- all traditional tenets of the American Dream. 

These people try their best to do everything they can for themselves and their children. They feel 

as if they have accomplished something in life because of what they have achieved. “In my life, I 

have been able to: *Own a home 66% *Get a good education 78% *Find a decent job 74%...” 

(Rosenfeld). Some Americans do have a good life in America because they have had the 

opportunity to get that home, or job. They don’t feel that they should move any more in the 

economic tier and are happy settling with what they have. These statistics are from 2009 though 

and with those 40% who believe that the dream is still alive, there is 60% who believe it to be 

dead. Those who believe it to be dead think this because of little job opportunities and the 

recession that hit the nation in December of 2007 and ended in June of 2009. 

 Many Americans believe that the dream is dead because of not wanting to find a job and 

what had happened in the early 2000s. Some people in America are no longer looking for work 
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and have no desire to buy a home to start their lives. In Marianne Cooper’s article “The 

Downsizing of the American Dream,” she had stated that,  

…the share of consumers who said they would buy a home if they were to move 

has decreased and is now at an all-time survey low of 60 percent. According to 

the latest employment statistics, 1.8 million Americans have not looked for work 

in at least the previous month, and 35 percent of them don’t believe there are any 

jobs available. Another 6.5 million are only working part-time and would prefer 

to be working more. In 2015, only 28 percent of those surveyed by The Atlantic 

and Aspen Institute felt that a healthy marriage was an important part of their 

personal sense of the American dream and just 14 percent said that having 

children was important. 

This shows that people have given up on trying to live the life that most people who come to 

America strive for. They have given up on their independence and feel that it is unnecessary to 

look for work and to have a home to live in, instead going for apartments and part-time work. A 

lot of this is due to the recession that hit America in the 2000s. “For the majority of Americans, 

the 2000s was a ‘lost decade,’ with wages flatlining or declining. Middle-class jobs disappeared 

during the Great Recession and many have never come back. Instead, many of the fast-growing 

sectors are those who pay the least. Median income remains below pre-recession levels” 

(Cooper). This has left a dent in the lives of many Americans because they have to deal with the 

feeling of not being able to get a job and getting low pay if they do have a job. Even though the 

recession ended seven years ago, it still hurts people today, especially teenagers and college 

graduates looking for work after leaving school.  
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 Teenagers out of high school are having trouble finding reasons to go to college and 

college graduates are struggling to find work in today’s economy. Things are different for high 

school graduates today then they were nearly thirty years ago. In Joe Pinsker’s article “Teens Are 

Losing Confidence in the American Dream” he states that, “In the 1990s, those loosed upon the 

world after high-school graduation faced a booming economy and relatively sunny job prospects; 

more recently, high-school and college graduates have faced less hospitable conditions.” This 

shows the difference in the two generations because back then they didn’t have to worry very 

much about not being able to find work unlike today’s generation who constantly have to worry 

about competition for work and to get into a good college. The two-generation groups also view 

paying for college differently. Pinsker also stated that,  

Perceptions of higher education’s attainability also appeared to shift over the 

course of 15 years. Both the 1996 and 2011 cohorts saw college fundamentally as 

a choice, but in 2011, students were more sensitive to the idea that money is a 

barrier for some. ‘When you are lower class I don’t think that you get the 

downpour of, “Here’s how you pay for college,” “You’re going to college,”’ one 

student observed. 

High school graduates now struggle with the decision of if they should go to college or get a job 

at a grocery store or something along those lines. This is mainly because school has become very 

expensive for some families and others are not able to receive financial aid under certain 

circumstances leading to the student to either working out of high school or dropping out later 

on. By understanding that they may not get a job out of college, or even go to college, they also 

realize that they may not make as much as their parents do. 
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 People have to face the realization that they are going to make less then their parents did 

or the same amount as they did because of how the economy is growing slower than it should.  In 

todays day and age the pay for jobs have gotten to be worse then what they were in a sense 

because people now are struggling more than their parents did when they got paid for work. In 

Alana Semuels article “Severe Inequality Is Incompatible With the American Dream” she 

mentions that, “ The numbers are sobering: People born in the 1940s had a 92% percent chance 

of earning more than their parents did at age 30. For people born in the 1980s, by contrast, the 

chances were just 50-50.” This shows that the pay rate has gone down over the years because of 

the likelihood of those working in the fifties making more money than their parents to people 

now making the same or less than their parents. There are many reasons that this is happening. 

There are two main reasons why today’s 30-somethings have a harder time than 

their parents did, according to the authors. First, the expansion of the gross 

domestic product has slowed since the 1950s, when the growth was frequently 

above 5 percent a quarter. That means the economic pie is growing at a slower 

rate than it once did, so there’s less to go around. Second, the distribution of that 

growth is more unequal, and more benefits are accruing to those at the top. 

This goes to show that the quote, “The rich get richer and the poor get poorer” is a very true 

statement in this economy because of the struggle that those in the lower economic levels are 

facing when it comes to being paid. They have to deal with the knowledge that their status in this 

country will barely have an impact in its growth because those at the bottom struggle more then 

someone who comes from old money. With there being little economic growth it is obvious that 

there would also be little social mobility growth.  



Garcia 6 

 A country without social mobility has to understand that the inequality also affects 

homes, leaving them broken and unstable for the children. Inequality is the driving force that 

leaves a country crumbling because with inequality there is the impacting force of that country 

working against itself. In the article “Why Is the American Dream Dead in the South?” by 

Matthew O’Brien it is mentioned that,  

We like to tell ourselves that America is the land of opportunity, but the reality 

doesn’t match the rhetoric-and hasn’t for a while. We actually have less social 

mobility than countries like Denmark. And that’s more of a problem the more 

inequality there is. Think about it like this: Moving up matters more when there’s 

a bigger gap between the rich and poor. So even though mobility hasn’t gotten 

worse lately, it has worse consequences today because inequality is worse. 

The quote that I had mentioned before can also be applied here because social mobility does 

have an impact on what someone is being paid when they work and because social mobility is an 

important factor when trying to move up in the tiers of life. Many things are affected by social 

mobility but none more than a child’s progression in life. O’Brien wrote to, 

Forget race, forget jobs, forget schools, forget churches, forget neighbors, and 

forget the top 1-or maybe 10-percent. Nothing matters more for moving up than 

who raises you. Or, in econospeak, nothing correlates with upward mobility more 

than the number of single parents, divorcees, and married couples. The cliché is 

true: Kids do best in stable, two-parent homes. 

This is a very true statement due to most kids raised in a one-parent household later turning to 

taking drugs or selling drugs to coup with the feeling that they may end up getting no where in 

life because of the path they are forcing themselves to go down. Most successful people come 
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from a two-parent household, or have had the support they needed to get to where they are today. 

Those kids who feel that they are useless typically feel as if there is no such thing as an 

American dream because they have not had the support they needed in life to prove otherwise. 

Social mobility growth has to do with the gap between the top and bottom tiers of an economy 

and the stability in a household. 

 Though I am open to the other side of the argument’s opinion, it is hard for me to see the 

American dream as being anything other than dead or barely hanging on that fraying thread of 

hope due to how things are in today’s day and age. Only 40% of Americans believe that the 

American dream is still alive and they think that because they believe that they have a decent job. 

The Great Recession left an imprint on many people in America though, leaving 35% to believe 

that there are no jobs available. Teenagers are faced with issues of deciding if they should go to 

college or not and college graduates face issues in trying to find work in a competitive world. 

Many people who were born in the 1980 and after are making less than their parents and 

economic growth is proving to be unfair by benefiting those higher in status. Being raised in a 

single parent household can affect the way a child responds to their surroundings and social 

mobility plays a large part in this. With us knowing that the American dream is dead, we can 

understand the reasoning behind it also. With little to no jobs and people struggling to own a 

home. Teenagers and college students struggling with their choices for after school. Inequality 

with today’s day and age with pay compared to their parents. To the struggle for mobility in a 

struggling single parent household. Even though the American dream is dead, there is always a 

chance to revive it, or attempt to repair that fraying thread of hope. It is very slim, though, due to 

the amount of Americans who see the dream as nonexistent.     
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