
DEFENSE

When your children are the age you are now, do you think their standard of living will be better, 
about the same or worse?

If you were asked to use one of these commonly used names for the social classes, which 
would you say you belong to?

Should federal spending be increased, decreased or stay the same on defense, education, the 
environment, Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security?

Who is most responsible for the financial problems the nation is experiencing now — the 
president, Congress, Wall Street or individual citizens?

What Americans believe
The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette commissioned a poll on middle-class issues that was carried out by 
Social Science Research Solutions of Media, Pa., from Nov. 2-6. The poll contacted a nationally 
representative sample of 1,017 Americans.
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In general, our survey found that people were more pessimistic about their children’s economic future than 
in another national poll done in January. The earlier survey showed 47 percent thought their children would 
be better off then they were, 
compared with just 35 
percent in our poll. Eran 
Ben-Porath, SSRS research 
director, said lower class and 
upper class respondents 
were actually the most 
optimistic, which might mean 
that poorer Americans think 
that for their children, “the 
only way is up,” while richer 
Americans may feel their 
children have high odds of 
doing better.

As with previous surveys, the vast majority of Americans — 85 percent of all our respondents — called 
themselves middle class, and most of those people put themselves squarely in the middle. This self-
definition probably goes beyond what economists would agree with — a majority of people making less than 
$25,000 a year and more than $75,000 a year said they were middle class, for instance. "Middle class is a 
state of mind in our country, 
and has been throughout 
our history," said Paul Taylor, 
vice-president of the Pew 
Research Center in Washing-
ton, D.C. "The notion that we 
are a nation mostly of 
middle class people 
obviously is important to the 
idea of America, perhaps as 
important as the idea of 
upward generational 
mobility."

Those who were surveyed mostly center their blame for economic problems on Washington. More than half 
of them said the president or Congress are to blame for our current problems, although Congress got the 
lion’s share of the enmity. Mr. Ben-Porath said he was not surprised that only 15 percent of people blame 
Wall Street, despite recent publicity given to the Occupy Wall Street protests. “In the majority of people’s 
minds, the blame rests in 
Washington. Whether people 
blame the Congress more or the 
president more probably 
depends more on political 
affiliation than their social class.” 
One possible reason for that 
result? “We can only speculate 
that Wall Street is a fairly 
abstract idea, and is hard to 
pinpoint. On the other hand, the 
president is a person and many 
people have an idea of who the 
main leaders in Congress are,” so 
it’s easier to attach faces and 
personalities to those in 
Washington who are dealing with 
the economy. James Hilston/Post-GazetteSource: Social Science Research Solutions
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The clearest result is that when they are asked about specific areas of the federal budget, Americans are 
reluctant to cut anything. Despite intense publicity about the federal deficit in recent months, the vast 
majority of respondents would keep spending the same or increase it in all the areas mentioned. They were 
most comfortable with cutting defense spending, and they were most enthusiastic about increasing 
education spending.

The groups that supported boosting education spending the most were the middle class or lower middle 
class, Mr. Ben-Porath said. “Among the middle class and lower middle class in particular, education is often 
considered a way out. The notion is if we’re given the tools, the option for mobility is there.”

The clearest class differences showed up on the environment and 
Medicaid categories. Only those who said they were upper class strongly 
supported increased spending on the environment. And on Medicaid, a 
health insurance program for the poor, 52 percent of those who said 
they were lower class supported more Medicaid spending, compared 
with only 30 percent of those who said they were upper class or upper 
middle class.
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