
• The U.S. has experienced the unprecedented increase in 
income inequality in recent decades, as well as sharply 
declining economic mobility. 

• Best-selling book titles in recent years have included Our 
Kids: The American Dream in Crisis (Putnam 2016) and 
Who Stole the American Dream? (Smith 2012). 

• Politicians from Bernie Sanders to Donald Trump have voiced 
their concern that the American Dream is dead or has 
become a nightmare (Sanders 2016; Trump 2015). 
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Economic Reality in the New Gilded Age 

The Rise of “Rags-to-Riches” Programs 

In This Era of Choice, However, Many 
Americans Don’t Watch News…(!)
• Americans watch four hours of TV per day on average. Indeed, the 

United States has exceptional, second-to-none TV consumption rates 
compared to all other developed economies (OECD 2013). 

• In the 1990s, there were few TV channels available. It was the time when 
watching 60 Minutes (CBS) over a family dinner was many 
Americans’ routine.

• In this new media environment, a proliferation of choices have led 
many Americans to tune out the news. 

What explains why Americans’ beliefs in 
economic mobility persist? 

Entertaining Beliefs in Economic Mobility

The “Puzzling” American Optimism

Typical Explanation in Political Science:
News Media  
• Scholars of public opinion have routinely accused the news 

media of distorting citizens’ sociotropic economic 
perceptions (that is, perceptions about national, not their 
own, economic experiences)

• But news media coverage cannot explain the sustained belief 
in economic mobility. If anything, exposure to the news 
should have heightened citizens’ concerns about the 
prospects of upward mobility, the opposite of the pattern 
observed 

Rags-to-Riches Media Increases Beliefs 
in the American Dream  
• Across three national surveys—one original and two 

nationally representative, I find that exposure to these 
programs increases viewers’ beliefs in the American Dream; for 
heavy viewers (who watch more than six rags-to-riches 
programs), this effect is as powerful as that of having 
immigrant parents. 

• To establish that these effects are causal, I conducted survey 
experiments both online (via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk) and in 
a lab-in-the-field-setting. 

• Throughout July and August 2018, I drove a truck equipped 
with a media laboratory inside to rural Pennsylvania, with the 
goal of recruiting Republican respondents.  The vehicle has two 
separate rooms, each equipped with a TV screen and a chair. 
Bucks, Lehigh, and Northampton counties were chosen based 
on their 2016 presidential election results. 

• My experiment shows that watching a rags-to-riches program, 
even just for five minutes, makes people approximately 6 
percentage points more likely to believe in the prospect of 
upward economic mobility. And this effects were stronger 
among Republicans. 

Research Implications 
• In the Gilded Age of the late 19th century, Americans read 

Horatio Alger’s “rags-to- riches” dime novels. 

• Today, their counterparts in the new Gilded Age are browsing 
through hundreds of channels saturated with “rags-to-riches” 
entertainment programs, and have elected the former host of 
The Apprentice as the head of state. 

• In this era of choice, entertainment media content is what 
appeals to citizens, as lowbrow as it may seem; the political 
consequences, however, are anything but trivial. 

Research Question 

• 2018 Gallup Poll: 68% of Americans are dissatisfied with the 
current distribution of income and wealth; however, 63% of 
Americans are content with the state of economic opportunity.

• Contemporary Americans vastly overestimate the chances of 
upward economic mobility (Davidai and Gilovich 2015; Kraus 
and Tan 2015; Thomson 2017). 

• The perceptions that economic success is the result of 
meritocratic factors have been increasing over the last two 
decades (Mijs 2017). 

Americans Are Instead Watching 
Entertainment Media 
• Contemporary media environment provides an important, and previously 

overlooked, part of the answer. In the past two decades, there has been a 
meteoric rise in entertainment programs that depict real-life 
Americans succeeding due to their hard work and talent. 

• Shows that illustrate an ordinary person on a trajectory of upward 
economic mobility—what I term “rags-to-riches” programs—are among 
the most popular on television.

• One such show, America’s Got Talent, often attracts prime-time 
audiences seven times larger than those watching Fox News. 
One another show, American Idol, attracted 132 million votes for its 
final singing competition in 2012. (Note that 122 million people voted for 
the 2012 presidential election). 

• Such popularity matters because these programs all share the same 
meritocratic narrative. When millions of Americans sit down every 
evening and watch these programs, they continue to see evidence that 
economic mobility—the American Dream—is alive and well. 

• I assessed 102,523 TV programs released between 1960 and 2017 using 
the Internet Movie Database (IMDb.com). 

• There has been a surge in the number of reality/game shows starting in 
early 2000. By around 2008, the proportion of these shows outnumbered 
that of dramas.

• Importantly, content analyses reveal that among the top-rated reality 
programs that attracted more than four million viewers, eight in ten 
featured a rags-to-riches narrative (program featured 1) ordinary person 
2) getting economic benefits  3) via hard work.  
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