MEMORANDUM
November 2011
Public Opinion on Opportunity and the American Dream, Homeownership, and
Housing
The role of homeownership continues to be at the heart of the American Dream and the pathway to the
middle class, providing much-needed personal and financial stability for families. But the crippled
mortgage market and foreclosure crisis have endangered this integral avenue to opportunity, and seven
in 10 Americans now believe access to mortgages is a serious problem. Most Americans hold financial
institutions accountable for the crisis and back increased government involvement in regulation.
Misperceptions exist, however, on the government’s role in helping individuals achieve homeownership.
What follows is a synthesis of existing public opinion data regarding economic opportunity and
homeownership, exploring three areas that are of particular interest to those working on housing policy:
(1) a general snapshot of economic mobility, the American Dream, and the role of institutions; (2) the
role that homeownership and housing play in creating opportunity; and (3) the politics of housing.
I. Methods
This memo is based on an analysis of existing attitudinal tracking surveys and recent public opinion
studies by reputable, nationally known research organizations, media outlets, and public interest groups;
all of the data are publicly available. These studies meet The Opportunity Agenda’s standards and best
practices for quality and objective public opinion research, including appropriate sample size, a
methodologically sound design and research instrument, and the inclusion of a balanced questionnaire
for surveys.
Because this analysis investigates existing opinion research, we are limited by the data in our ability to
analyze the views of all demographic groups on all issues. Whereas surveys often include adequate
samples of African Americans and, more recently, Latinos to disaggregate their views, this is generally
not the case with Asian Americans, Native Americans, and other groups, except where intentional
“oversampling” of these populations is conducted. Wherever the data allowed, we have analyzed
separately and together the views of each identifiable demographic group for this report.
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This analysis uses interchangeably different terms to describe a racial or ethnic category in an attempt to
be consistent with the terminology used in each study that is cited. The same is true for references to
sexual orientation. This report uses the racial and ethnic categories utilized by the federal government,
which have been largely adopted by opinion research:
•
•
•
•

White: any person who self-identifies as white only and non-Hispanic
Black or African American: any person who self-identifies as black or African American only
Hispanic or Latino: any person of any race who self-identifies as Hispanic or Latino
Asian: any person who self-identifies as Asian or Asian American only

II. Mobility, the American Dream, and the Role for Institutions
The American Dream
The latest surveys indicate that the U.S. public is relatively optimistic about the American Dream and
mobility, especially low-income Americans and racial or ethnic minority populations. In the Allstate
National Journal Heartland Monitor poll VIII1 released in March 2011, the American Dream was
described as “the opportunity to go as far as your talents and hard work will take you and to live better
than your parents.” The poll also shows that three in five (59%) respondents believe they are living the
American Dream, and three quarters (75%) believe the American Dream is achievable for people like
them. This is consistent with findings from a report released in October 2010 by The Opportunity
Agenda, “Economic Recovery and Equal Opportunity in the Public Discourse.”2 Most Americans feel
they will be able to reach the Dream in their lifetimes, although most are also concerned that the
American Dream, as they understand it, is in danger of slipping away.
According to Xavier University’s 2011 American Dream Survey,3 63% of the general population is
extremely (28%) or fairly (35%) confident in their own ability to achieve the American Dream, and
three quarters (75%) agree that they have achieved some measure of the Dream. Although this seems
optimistic, there has been a dramatic decline in optimism among African Americans. Fewer African
Americans report that they are “extremely confident” in their ability to reach the American Dream in
2011 (27%) than in 2010 (40%), and nearly a quarter (23%) believe that the American Dream is in the
“worst possible condition,” compared to just 14% of the general population. A 2011 survey by
impreMedia and Latino Decisions4 found that 40% of foreign-born Latinos believe they have already
reached the American Dream, compared to 30% of U.S.-born Latinos. They are equally likely to believe,
however, that they either have already achieved the Dream or will achieve the Dream in their lifetime
(72% of U.S.-born Latinos and 71% of foreign-born Latinos).
Low-income Americans are more optimistic about mobility than the general population, according to the
National Housing Survey conducted in the fourth quarter of 2010 for Fannie Mae5: 46% of Americans
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who earn less than $50,000 say they expect their personal financial situation to improve in the next year,
whereas only 35% of those making more than $50,000 expect the same. African Americans and Latinos
tend to be more optimistic than non-Hispanic whites about personal finances: 67% of African
Americans, 59% of Latinos, and 40% of the general population expect that their financial situation will
get somewhat or much better in the next year. Differences exist over the state of the economy also; just
more than half of African Americans (51%), compared to 33% of Latinos and 29% of the general
population, feel the economy is on the right track.
Idea of Mobility and Confidence in the Country’s Future
The idea of mobility underlies confidence in the country—a plurality of 24% said that the opportunity to
work hard and get ahead increased their confidence about America’s future, followed by creativity and
innovation (23%). Manufacturing jobs going overseas ranks as the largest concern related to the
country’s future (33% of Americans), followed by poor quality of public schools (25%).
Personal Responsibility
In general, Americans believe they are doing better than other “people in the country” when it comes to
control over their own economic situation (Pew Economic Mobility Survey, March 2011). A majority
(68%) believe they are very much or somewhat in control of their financial situation, but only 36%
believe this is the case for other people in the country (down from 43% in 2009). The percentage
reporting that they as individuals are in control has declined from 74% in 2009 and 81% in 2006.
Mobility: Hard Work vs. Outside Circumstances
The idea that hard work allows you to get ahead is embedded in the American concept of mobility and
lends itself to the elevation of personal responsibility and skepticism about structural obstacles such as
modern bias and institutional discrimination. A majority thinks that economic mobility is mostly
dependent on personal attributes such as hard work (71%) rather than external conditions (20%) (Pew
Economic Mobility Survey, 2009).6 A similar question was asked in the 2011 Pew Economic Mobility
Survey, 7 with an expansion on the notions of individual affects and outside circumstances. The majority
agree, although by a smaller margin (55%), that if someone has the drive, works hard, and develops the
right skills, he or she can get ahead economically in America; 41% agree that circumstances beyond
someone’s control such as the state of the economy or competition for jobs can severely limit a person’s
ability to get ahead economically. Further, when thinking about which is to blame for poverty, half of
Americans (49%) believe that circumstances beyond one’s control are to blame, and just 32% believe
the cause is lack of effort (Pew Research Center Trust in Government Survey, March 2010).8
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For the past 40 years, public opinion researchers have asked this question, and Americans have been
fairly split from 1998 until the current departure. In 1988, “lack of effort” and “circumstances beyond
their control” as causes for poverty were in a statistical dead heat, but in 1989 they began to diverge, and
by 1992 twice as many Americans thought poverty was a result of circumstances beyond individual
control. However, within a very short time, these trajectories changed places, and by 1995 twice as
many Americans thought lack of individual effort was to blame for poverty.

Data from Gallup, 1965–1967, 1984, 1988–1990, National Opinion Research Center 1969, CBS/New
York Times 1882, 1994–1995, 2000, Los Angeles Times 1992, Princeton Survey Research 1997,
NPR/Kaiser/Kennedy School 2001, NBC News/Wall Street Journal 2006, The Opportunity
Agenda/Belden Russonello and Stewart 2007, Pew Research Center for the People & the Press Trust in
Government Survey 2010
African Americans are the least likely to say that downward mobility is a result of not working hard
enough, and differences in opinion on factors influencing downward mobility by race and ethnicity can
be seen in the following chart:
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Data from Pew Economic Mobility Survey, March 2009
Equal Opportunities
Discrepancies remain between African Americans and whites regarding equal opportunity for African
Americans. When asked in a 2009 ABC News poll9 taken on the eve of Barack Obama’s inauguration
whether “Blacks who live in your community…”
Ø “Have as good a chance as Whites to get housing they can afford?” 81% of whites and 47% of
blacks said “yes.”
Ø “Have as good a chance as Whites to get a job for which they’re qualified?” 83% of whites and
38% of blacks said “yes.”
Ø “Receive equal treatment as Whites from the police?” 60% of whites and 22% of blacks said
“yes.”
Ø “Receive equal treatment as Whites when they visit local businesses, such as stores, restaurants
or banks?” 83% of whites and 44% of blacks said “yes.”
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Americans assert that economic differences between the rich and poor are a significant source of
disagreements in society. Using a scale from zero to 10, where 10 means they believe an item
contributes a “great deal” to disagreements about important issues, 57% of Americans gave “economic
difference between the rich and poor” a high score (7–10), and this item garnered the highest average
score (6.8) (Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll IX, June 2011).10 African Americans were
more likely to attribute disagreements to economic differences (67% rated 7–10, average rating 7.4) than
to “ethnic and racial differences between people of different heritage or background” (54% rated 7–10,
average rating 6.6, tying with political differences as a source of disagreement). Economic differences
also garnered a high score among whites (57% rating it with 7–10), with “political differences between
people who support different parties” being the second most commonly cited source of disagreements
(52%). Latinos and Asians also believe that economic differences between the rich and poor contribute
to differences and disagreements (62% of Latinos and 68% of Asians gave a high score of 7–10), but the
second largest area of concern for Latinos and Asians is “cultural differences between people born in
this country and immigrants” (57% of Latinos and 57% of Asians provided a high score of 7–10). Fewer
Latinos (43% score of 7–10) and Asians (35% score of 7–10) than African Americans (54% score 7–10)
believe that ethnic and racial difference are a source of disagreements.
Role of Government Regulation in General
Americans support government regulation; half of Americans (52%) believe most government
regulations are necessary and protect consumers or the environment (NBC News/Wall Street Journal,
January 2011).11 Half (51%) also believe that government should do more than it currently does to solve
problems and help meet the needs of people, compared to 46% who believe government is doing too
many things better left to businesses and individuals (NBC News/Wall Street Journal, June 2011).12
Americans are split regarding the role of government in protecting their personal freedoms: 49% agree
that the government protects our personal freedoms, whereas 47% believe government threatens
personal freedoms (Center for American Progress, 2010).13 A majority of Millenials (young adults ages
18 to 32), or 57%, agree that government protects personal freedom, compared to 40% who assert the
opposite.
Regarding the amount of taxes paid considering the benefits received, half of Americans (52%) believe
their taxes are too high, and 41% believe they are about right (Allstate National Journal Heartland
Monitor Poll IX, June 2011). Asian Americans are the only ethnic group with more respondents
reporting taxes are about right (46%) than too high (39%).
Undocumented immigrants are a disfavored group when it comes to government services and assistance,
according to a 2010 “meta-analysis” of existing public opinion research on reproductive justice by The
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Opportunity Agenda14. Even though polls show that the American public regards “illegal”15 immigrants
as “hard-working,” they also begrudge them access to public services; 63% agree with the statement,
“Illegal immigrants cost the taxpayers too much by using government services like public education and
medical services”16 (Gallup Poll). Also, 67% believe “illegal immigrants” should not be eligible for
“social services provided by state and local governments” (Pew Research Center, “America’s
Immigration Quandary”).17
Role of Government in the Economy
Regarding the role of government in the economy, a majority (61%) believe the government has an
active role to play in the economy to ensure that it benefits people like them; 27% agree, and another
34% agree but are not sure that they can trust government to do this effectively (June 2011 Allstate
National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll IX). Further, the idea that the government should play an active
role in the economy is more popular with African Americans (80%), Hispanics (71%), and Asian
Americans (74%), compared to 56% of non-Hispanic whites (June 2011 Allstate National Journal
Heartland Monitor Poll IX). Additionally, 62 % believe the government’s role in regulating major
financial institutions is a good idea (Pew Global Attitudes Project, May 2010).18
In addition, the latest Community Voices for the Economy survey,19 conducted by Lake Research
Partners for the Ms. Foundation for Women, shows that the public continues to support the role of
government in expanding opportunity, now more than ever. A majority (54%) agree that now is the time
for government to take on a greater role in ensuring that the economy works for the average American.
Just 36% agree with the opposite proposition—that turning to “big government” will do more harm than
good. The public’s focus is on jobs, with 62% agreeing that the government should work to create jobs,
even if the deficit increases in the short term. Half of Americans (49%) are either very or extremely
concerned that a focus on deficit reduction at the expense of program spending will have a negative
impact on government-funded programs that help children and families.
Distrust of Financial Institutions
A large majority (83%) believe Wall Street should be subject to tougher regulations, although this is
down slightly from 87% in 2009 (Harris Poll, May 2011).20 Perhaps driving support for stronger
regulation is a sense of disconnect and distrust. A majority of Americans (64%) disagree with the notion
that what is good for Wall Street is good for the country, and 70% now disagree that people on Wall
Street are as honest and moral as other people. According to a recent GfK survey,21 the top reasons for
mistrust of corporations (not just financial institutions) are “CEOs and senior executives being
overpaid”; “corruption among corporate management”; that companies “make up lost earnings at their
customers’ expense”; and that “more and more products are being made overseas.”
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Sixteen percent of Americans now believe that Wall Street, defined as the nation’s largest banks,
investment banks, stockbrokers, and other financial institutions, harms the United States “a lot,”
according to the May 2011 Harris Poll, up from the lowest point of 3% in 2000. Nearly four in 10 (39%)
believe that Wall Street harms the country somewhat or a lot, yet a majority (55%) believe Wall Street
benefits the country, although this number is down substantially from just 5 years ago (73% in 2006)
and from its high point in 1997 (80%).
Gallup trends, seen in the chart below, show that both the real estate and the banking sectors are viewed
negatively by an increasing percentage of Americans. The sharp increase from 2007 to 2008 suggests
that this distrust grew as a result of the economic recession, the subprime mortgage crisis, the steep rise
in foreclosures, and falling home prices.22 The year 2008 saw the largest 1-year change of opinion that
Gallup has ever measured for any industry, and that change occurred in the real estate industry.23

Data from Gallup
In fact, people have more confidence in the federal government than in the financial industry:
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Data from NBC/Wall Street Journal Survey, January 2011
Americans, however, are showing a high level of distrust in many important institutions, both public and
private, according to the Xavier University 2011 American Dream Survey.24 When asked to compare
things now to 10 or 15 years ago, large majorities of Americans assert that they have much less or
somewhat less trust for politics in general (83% total, 58% “much” less trust), big business and major
corporations (79% total, 51% “much” less trust), and government (78% total, 50% “much” less trust).
Slightly more believe the government (14%) does the most to improve life for people like them, as
compared with big companies and corporations (12%) or religious institutions (12%). A plurality (31%)
believe small businesses do the most to improve lives for people like them, and 22% believe community
and nonprofit organizations do the most (Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll IX, June
2011). In addition, according to a recent poll by the Public Religion Research Institute,25 more than half
of Americans (52%) blame the government for neglecting its duty and allowing unethical business
practices, which led to the current economic situation. Thirty percent blame corporations that were
“greedy” and made “risky business decisions,” and only 14% blame individuals who were “careless and
borrowed more money than they could afford.” Americans acknowledge the need for the government to
be a “watchdog” and to implement effective rules and enforcement that ensure the protection of security
and opportunity for people like them.
Government Effectiveness vs. Intentions
Americans generally question the government’s efficiency or effectiveness rather than its intentions: a
large majority (72%) feel the government has the nation’s best interests in mind all or some of the time,
according to the 2010 Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll IV,26 yet 52% believe the
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government does more to hurt than to help those trying to move up the economic ladder (Pew Economic
Mobility Survey, 2011).27
One issue in play is who the government is helping: a majority (54%; 40% strongly) believe the
government is helping the wrong people. More Americans believe the government helps the rich rather
than the poor or middle class; a vast majority (76%) believe the government economically assists the
rich some or a great deal, and this number drops to just more than half (52%) when talking about
assistance to the poor. When discussing “people like you,” the number drops further to 39%. A vast
majority (83%) agree that government should focus on making sure the poor and middle class have the
opportunity to improve their financial situation, should focus on preventing the poor and middle class
from falling down the economic ladder, or both, and 58% believe the government should be doing more
to help poor and middle-class Americans improve their financial situations. Back to efficacy, however, a
plurality of 43% believe the government is pursuing the right policies to help poor and middle-class
Americans but is ineffective at carrying them out.
Government Assistance—All vs. Marginalized Groups
A 2010 “meta-analysis” of existing public opinion research on reproductive justice by The Opportunity
Agenda28 found that public support for government assistance diminishes when applied to more
marginalized groups. For example, Americans agree with the statement “Poor people have become too
dependent on government assistance programs” by a 72% to 22% margin, according to a 2009 Pew
survey.29 Although this majority has decreased from its high point of 85% in 1994 before “welfare
reform” was adopted, it demonstrates the enduring strength of the public’s belief in overdependence by
the poor.30
Jobs, Jobs, Jobs
Jobs, over and over again, are what people believe government can help them with. Two in five (39%)
believe that promoting job creation is one of the most important things the government can work toward,
second only to ensuring that all children get a quality education (46%) (Pew Economic Mobility Survey,
2011).31 Half (51%) believe that helping to keep and create jobs in the United States is one of the most
effective steps the government can take to help Americans improve their financial situation, followed by
reducing government spending (48%). Fifty-nine percent report that keeping jobs in America is one of
the most effective steps the government could take to make sure people don’t fall behind economically,
followed by reducing government spending (48%).
A recent survey by CBS found that many Americans link deficit reduction to job creation; a plurality
(45%) of Americans believe that reducing the federal budget deficit would create jobs in the United
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States.32 This has implications, of course, for political debates that pit spending on job creation against
deficit reduction. Despite significant support for government intervention in jobs, a 2010 survey by the
Center for American Progress33 found that the gap is narrowing between those in favor of a strong
government and those who believe the free market can handle today’s complex economic problems. In
2010 half (50%) asserted that the government should have a strong role, down from 72% in 2008 (asked
by the National Election Studies), and 44% believe the free market is enough, up from 26% in 2008.
Government Waste
Two thirds (66%) of Americans believe government programs and agencies waste “a lot” of taxpayer
funds, but they attribute the waste to “government programs continuing for years even though they have
not proven effective” and “government contractors receiving no-bid contracts and overcharging for
services” (Center for American Progress, 2010).34 Underlying these issues is strong support for
improving the performance and efficiency of the federal government:
Ø Three quarters (74%) believe it is very important for the President and Congress to take steps to
improve the effectiveness and efficiency of federal government programs.
Ø The same percentage (74%) feel that the federal government could be more effective if it were
better managed.
Ø Sixty-two percent prefer to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of federal government as
opposed to reducing the size of government (36%).	
  
	
  

III. Homeownership and the American Dream
Homeownership is integral to the American Dream in the minds of the U.S. public. As a goal or
aspiration relating to the American Dream, according to the March 2011 Allstate National Journal
Heartland Monitor Poll VIII, owning one’s own home averaged a score of 8.3 on a scale of zero through
10, in which 10 means something is definitely part of the American Dream. Homeownership was
outranked only by raising a family and making sure your children have more opportunity than you did
(mean score of 8.5) and was followed closely by the chance to pursue a rewarding career (mean score of
8.2). Four in five (80%) renters say it is important (57% say very important) for them to buy a home one
day.
Homeownership plays a unique role among racial and ethnic minorities, according to the October 2010
report by The Opportunity Agenda on the economic recovery. The meta-analysis of public opinion
found that non-Hispanic white adults associate the American Dream primarily with freedom and
financial security, whereas African Americans, Latinos, other non-whites, and recent immigrants define
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it mostly in terms of concrete indicators of, or means of achieving, economic well-being, citing
homeownership, a good job, and wealth itself as important components of the Dream.
Importance of Homeownership and Barriers to Achievement
Homeownership continues to be core to perceptions of economic mobility and equal opportunity and is
an aspiration for a vast majority of Americans. A recent survey by the National Association of Realtors
shows that more homeowners than renters are “very” or “extremely” satisfied with their lives, 56% to
36% respectively.35 A plurality of 36% of voters believe a home is their best investment, followed by a
retirement savings program (33%), according to a recent National Association of Home Builders36
survey.
In addition, nearly three quarters (73%) of voters who currently do not own a home say that
homeownership is a goal of theirs, but a plurality of 31% cite down payment and closing costs as the
largest barrier (National Association of Home Builders, 2011). Job uncertainty (21%) and credit score
(16%) were the other obstacles to homeownership commonly mentioned by voters who want to own a
home.
A large majority (70.6%) believe access to affordable mortgages is a serious problem, with a plurality
(32.3%) asserting that understanding the mortgage process is the most challenging aspect of attaining a
mortgage, according to a survey conducted by GfK for MortgageMatch.com and released in February
2011.37 Three quarters (74%) of Americans believe it will be harder for their children or the next
generation to buy a home, according to the National Housing Survey conducted in the fourth quarter of
2010 for Fannie Mae. Two thirds (66%) of Americans believe homeownership is not affordable for most
young adults in their 20s and 30s, according to a 2011 Pew survey.38
Achievability of homeownership surfaced as an issue in the Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor
Poll VIII;39 although 80% of all respondents provided a score of 7–10 for the importance of
homeownership to the American Dream, the number dropped when the question shifted to the
achievability of homeownership. A large majority, however, believe that owning a home is achievable:
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Data from Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII, March 2011
Reasons Driving the Desire for Homeownership
Personal and financial reasons drive the desire to own homes. The top reason to own a home, according
to the Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII, is having a place to raise a family (40%)
followed by building equity rather than paying rent (25%). When asked to choose one of two options, a
majority of homeowners (60%) said they see homeownership as a chance to settle in to one home for the
rest of their life, and 36% see it as an opportunity to build equity and eventually purchase a different
home.
Homeownership imbues status; 60% agree with the idea that homeowners are more financially
successful than those who do not own (Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII). As a
financial goal, 77% of Americans believe being able to own your own home is extremely or very
important, and is outranked only by being able to live comfortably in retirement (79% extremely or very
important), according to a 2011 Pew Survey. The other proposed goals ranked significantly lower,
including being able to pay for your children’s college education (61%) and being able to leave an
inheritance for your children (50%).
Views of homeownership as a safe investment have declined slightly since 2002, with 70% of
Americans in agreement with this statement in 2002, and 64% in agreement in 2010 (Fannie Mae’s
National Housing Survey). A 2010 Pew Research Center Social and Demographic Trends Report40
shows a similar trend, although with slightly different numbers. According to Pew’s 2011 survey, 81%
of Americans either strongly or somewhat agree that buying a home is the best long-term investment in
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the United States, down from 84% when asked by New York Times/CBS in 1991. The difference is in
those who feel strongly: 37% agreed strongly in 2011, compared to 49% in 1991.
The following chart, reflecting responses to the National Housing Survey,41 speaks to the particular
importance of homeownership as a provider of mobility and security, especially for African Americans
and Latinos:

Data from Fannie Mae’s National Housing Survey, Fourth Quarter 2010
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African Americans and Latinos tend to be more optimistic than non-Hispanic whites about the
prospect of homeownership in the near future, but this optimism is in decline. The National
Housing Survey conducted for Fannie Mae in the fourth quarter of 2010 found the following:
Ø Thirty-five percent of African Americans, 34% of Latinos, and 23% of the general
population say that it is likely they will buy a house in the next 3 years.
Ø The percentage of African Americans and Latinos saying they will buy a house in the
next 3 years has declined by 19%, or 8 percentage points, since June 2010, from 43% to
35% for African Americans and from 42% to 34% for Latinos.
Younger adults also think about homeownership somewhat differently than the population as a
whole, according to the National Housing Survey conducted for Fannie Mae in the fourth quarter
of 2010. This age group assigns modestly greater importance to the impact of homeownership on
their status in society, on a place to raise a family, and the potential to accumulate wealth
through ownership. Young people between the ages of 18 and 34 are the most likely group
(59%) to agree that a home is an investment with a lot of potential, compared to 50% of
Americans 35 to 45 years of age, 56% of Americans 46 to 64 years of age, and 46% of
Americans 65 years of age and older. Although homeownership rates have fallen among 18 to 34
year olds, a majority (61%) believe purchasing a home is a safe investment, although this is
slightly less than other generations.
A Note on Diverse Communities
A 2008 survey and analysis of Census Data conducted by Pew Research Center’s Social and
Demographic Trends42 group found a disconnect between Americans’ expressed preference for
diverse communities and actual residential patterns. A majority of Americans (65%) say they
would prefer to live in a community made up mainly of people who are a mix of different races,
although opinions vary by political party, age, and race or ethnicity. African Americans express
the greatest preference (83%) for mixed neighborhoods, whereas Americans aged 65 and older
are the only demographic group (at 47%) that does not predominantly favor some form of
residential integration.
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Data from Pew Social and Demographic Trends Survey, October 2008
Fewer are interested in living in communities with small or large immigrant populations,
however. A minority of respondents (24%) gave the pro-diversity answer, with liberal Democrats
(44%) and Latinos (40%) showing the greatest interest in living in communities with large
immigrant populations.
Residential segregation has long been an issue in the United States, and some varieties of
segregation appear to be increasing, according to the analysis of census data by Pew. Racial and
ethnic segregation are the most common, with half of African Americans living in all-AfricanAmerican neighborhoods and 43% of Latinos living in all-Hispanic neighborhoods in the year
2000. This reflects a decline in African-American segregation since 1960 (from 70% living in
all-African-American neighborhoods43), but residential segregation of immigrants, Latinos, and
Asians has increased,44 as has economic segregation—from 1970 to 2000, high-income
Americans (those in the top income quintile) experienced a 32% increase in residential
separation.45
Fear of Foreclosure or Eviction
A serious economic reversal such as foreclosure or eviction remains a pressing concern for a
substantial share of the population. Just more than half (52%) of U.S. adults, according to a
survey46 commissioned by Move, Inc. in March 2009, expressed fear that they or someone they
know could face foreclosure in the following 6 to 12 months. A CBS poll47 conducted in October
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2010 found that approximately a quarter (27%) of the general population are very or somewhat
concerned that they will lose their home to eviction or foreclosure in the next 12 months.
Independents (33%) are the most likely group to be very or somewhat concerned about eviction
or foreclosure, compared to 26% of Republicans and 24% of Democrats. The 2011
impreMedia/Latino Decisions poll found that among homeowners currently able to make
mortgage payments, 45% of foreign-born Latinos are very or somewhat worried that they might
lose their home as a result of foreclosure from a bank in the next year, compared to 26% of U.S.born Latinos.
One in four Americans (27%) are worried about eviction or foreclosure, according to the CBS
survey, but more than half (53%) are concerned about not having enough money to pay rent or
mortgage, according to a Washington Post poll48 also from October 2010. Concerns about
housing payments jumped from 37% in December 2008 to 46% in February 2009, climbing to
53% in October 2010 despite modest improvements in the economy. Further, African Americans
(75%) and respondents with annual incomes less than $30,000 (72%) are significantly more
likely than the general population (53%) to be concerned about making mortgage payments.
Home Values and Underwater Mortgages
A survey commissioned by Move, Inc.49 found that half of homeowners (49%)—and two in three
homeowners between the ages of 25 and 34 (68.2%)—would buy another home today if they
could sell their current house for its original value or more. The most commonly cited reason for
selling one home with the intention of purchasing another is the need to reduce monthly
expenses as a result of difficult economic times (25%).
According to a 2009 Pew survey,50 90% of Americans said that, despite sinking housing values,
their home was a source of comfort in their lives as opposed to a burden. Whereas 23% of
homeowners express buyer’s remorse, according to the 2011 Pew survey, just 20% of nonHispanic whites would not buy their current home if they had it to do all over again, compared to
35% of African Americans and 39% of Hispanics. In addition, 37% of homeowners with annual
incomes less than $30,000 have buyer’s remorse. More than half (53%) of Hispanic homeowners
report that their home is worth less now than before the recession, whereas 48% of non-Hispanic
whites and 38% of African American homeowners report the same.
The 2010 Move, Inc. survey found that many are making deep personal sacrifices because of
financial constraints. For those who have delayed selling their home, 69% have reduced daily
living expenses in order to meet mortgage payments. Since the economic downturn, 35% of
homeowners managed to downsize to smaller homes, and a third of homeowners (33.5%) have
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postponed plans to expand their family. High monthly mortgage payments (21%) and the risk of
devaluing home prices (21%) were driving reasons not to own a home, according to the Allstate
National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII.
Large majorities of the general population disapprove of failure to make mortgage payments if a
homeowner is “under water” (86%), meaning they owe at least 5% more on their mortgage than
their home is currently worth, or if a homeowner is facing financial distress (76%), according to
the Fannie Mae National Housing Survey (fourth quarter 2010). A survey conducted by the Pew
Research Center in May 2010,51 however, found more Americans accept “walking away” from a
mortgage under certain circumstances. A third (36%) of the public believes it is either acceptable
(19%) or depends on the circumstances (17%), although a majority (59%) believe it is
unacceptable regardless of the circumstances. Young people age 18 to 29 (68%) and Republicans
(71%) are more likely than the general population to say walking away is unacceptable.
“Delinquent Borrowers”
The Fannie Mae National Housing Survey52 defines “delinquent borrowers” as borrowers who
have not made a payment on their mortgage for more than 60 days. Delinquent borrowers are
more likely to have experienced a serious economic reversal such as loss of income. The poll
found that 60% of the general population and 61% of mortgage holders say their monthly income
has not changed since the fourth quarter of 2009, whereas just 34% of delinquent borrowers say
the same. Expenses have increased more for homeowners who are behind on their mortgage
payments; 44% say their monthly household expenses have increased significantly compared to
34% of the general population and 31% of mortgage holders. In fact, 21% of delinquent
borrowers are not currently employed in a paying job, compared to 9% of mortgage holders
overall.
In addition, homeowners in arrears are sacrificing more and experiencing higher levels of stress
than are homeowners generally:
Ø Two thirds (66%) report that they are making a great deal of financial sacrifice to own
their homes compared to 28% of mortgage holders.
Ø They are nearly twice as likely as the general population to report that their total amount
of household debt, not including a mortgage, is higher now than a year ago (29% of
delinquent borrowers compared to 16% of the general population).
Ø Half (51%) are very stressed about debt payments, compared to 10% of the general
population and 10% of mortgage holders.
Ø Forty-four percent would rent if they were going to move compared to 20% of
homeowners.
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A significant finding from the Fannie Mae National Housing Survey (Fourth Quarter 2010) is
that 44% of respondents behind on their mortgage payments by 60 or more days report that their
mortgages are “under water,” but this number has come down from 51% in early 2010. A large
majority (67%) of delinquent borrowers who are also under water say they currently owe more
than the value of their home because the housing market changed in ways they couldn’t have
predicted, whereas 11% said they did not have enough information about their mortgage when
they got it and 13% reported having enough information and voluntarily taking a risk.
The demographic breakdown of the “delinquent borrower” is as follows:
Ø Baby boomers are over-represented in this category. Fifty to 64 year olds make up 26%
of mortgage holders but 39% of homeowners in arrears. Generation X (35–49 year olds)
make up 43% of mortgage holders but 33% of homeowners in arrears. Generation Y (18–
34 year olds) make up 19% of mortgage holders but 11% of homeowners in arrears.
Ø African Americans are over-represented in this category and whites are underrepresented. African Americans make up 7% of mortgage holders but 24% of borrowers
in arrears. Whites make up 74% of mortgage holders but 53% of borrowers in arrears.
Latinos make up 10% of mortgage holders and 12% of borrowers in arrears.
Ø Lower income households are over-represented in this category. More than half (57%) of
delinquent borrowers earn less than $50,000 a year compared to 26% of mortgage
holders; 30% make $50,000 to $100,000 a year compared to 37% of mortgage holders;
and 7% make $100,000 or more compared to 22% of mortgage holders.
Ø Of delinquent borrowers, 45% are employed full time compared to half (50%) of the
general population and 64% of mortgage holders. Twenty-one percent of delinquent
borrowers are not currently employed in a paying job compared to 13% of the general
population and 9% of mortgage holders.
Ø No drastic educational differences are seen between mortgage holders and delinquent
borrowers.
Despite it all, half (52%) of delinquent borrowers believed in 2010 that their financial situation
would get better in a year, showing more optimism than the general public (40%) and mortgage
holders (37%).
Dubious Practices in the Lending Market
Large numbers of borrowers report questionable actions and practices on the part of the lending
industry. According to the most recent GfK/MortgageMatch survey, released in February 2011, a
tenth of borrowers surveyed reported that their lender gave them a higher interest rate than
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originally quoted (10.8% of buyers agreed) and that their lender asked for what they felt to be
inappropriate information (9.1% of buyers agreed). Complicating the mortgage application
process further, 23% of buyers report that their lender changed documentation requirements
more than once, and 22% remarked that their lender used too many technical terms.
First-time buyers are a key demographic; 58% of respondents planning to buy a home in the next
3 years fall in this category. This is an increase from 2010 (Move, Inc., March 2010), when 51%
of respondents who planned to purchase a home in the near future were first-time buyers, and
from 48% in 2009,53 yielding a 21% increase between 2009 and 2011. This is notable because
first-time buyers drive the real-estate economy but are more susceptible to unfair lending
practices, according to Move, Inc. First-time homeowners are more likely to be “delinquent
borrowers” or “under water.” Fifty-seven percent of delinquent homeowners and 53% of
underwater homeowners are first-time buyers (Fannie Mae’s Fourth Quarter 2010 National
Housing Survey).
Blame
Many variables are in play, and the public blames numerous parties for the foreclosure crisis.
Regarding the financial crisis writ large, a significant plurality (42%) of likely voters blame the
“banks for giving mortgages to people who could not afford them,” according to a 2010 survey
by the Pew Financial Reform Project.54 A quarter (24%) blamed too little regulation of big Wall
Street banks, 12% blamed businesses for taking too many risks, 9% blamed consumers for taking
too many risks, and 8% blamed economic factors beyond anyone’s control.
Regarding the foreclosure crisis specifically, a Washington Post survey from October 2010
found that a quarter of Americans (27%) feel that homeowners are exclusively to blame, whereas
just short of half (48%) point the finger entirely at mortgage lenders, and one in five (20%)
blame both equally. The Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII shows that a
majority (52%) blame banks and lending institutions for misleading borrowers and approving
bad loans, and a third (32%) blame people who took out mortgages they couldn’t afford. A
minority (12%) blame government policies that encouraged too many people to try to own a
home.
The 2011 impreMedia/Latino Decisions poll found that U.S.-born Latinos are split between
blaming lenders and financial institutions (29%) and blaming the federal government for not
providing enough regulation of banks (31%) for the recent housing crisis, whereas foreign-born
Latinos lean toward blaming the banks (33%) rather than the government (26%). A 2008
Bloomberg survey55 found that a large majority (73%) agree that lack of regulation is partly
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responsible for the financial and housing crisis. Nineteen percent of the general population
disagree with this, but whites (21%) are more likely to disagree than African Americans (16%),
men (25%) are more likely to disagree than women (14%), and Republicans (25%) and
Independents (21%) are more likely to disagree than Democrats (12%).
The Allstate National Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII also found that Americans are split on
the effectiveness of government policies; 35% believe that government policies since the housing
crisis have limited the extent of the housing crisis, whereas 32% believe they made the crisis
worse and 26% believe they had little impact. According to a 2011 survey by Americans for
Financial Reform,56 72% of voters believe elected officials have not been tough enough on banks
and mortgage lenders who violated rules or broke laws.
IV. Supporting and Promoting Homeownership
A vast majority of Americans aspire to own a home, but the costs of a down payment and closing
on a home present themselves as overwhelming barriers for many. Voters want the government
to support policies that keep homeownership within the reach of low-income and middle-class
Americans, provide the traditional means of mobility and equity building, and encourage growth
in the housing market. Americans support proposals to assist homeowners to renegotiate their
mortgage terms and prevent foreclosures but oppose eliminating the home mortgage interest tax
deduction or imposing a mandatory 20% down payment. In other words, Americans support a
strong and effective role for government in making homeownership accessible and sustainable to
everyday people.
Government Solutions: Renegotiating Mortgages and Providing Foreclosure Relief
Relating specifically to homeownership, a 2010 poll by Americans for Financial Reform found
that three quarters of Americans (75%) support requiring financial institutions to work with
homeowners to renegotiate mortgages and allow more homeowners to stay in their homes.57
Further, 60% believe elected officials have done too little to prevent foreclosures, and 72% agree
that elected officials have not been tough enough on banks and mortgage lenders who violated
rules and laws in the foreclosure process.
When examined as possible actions the government could take to immediately help respondents
with their own financial situation, providing foreclosure relief to help individuals keep their
homes (16%) was outranked only by cutting taxes for the middle class (37%) and making college
more affordable (22%) and tied with providing government jobs for the unemployed (16%),
according to a Democracy Corps/Women’s Voices—Women Vote survey58 conducted in April
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2010. Other proposed solutions that ranked lower were making sure women are paid the same as
men who perform the same job (12%), increasing the minimum wage (9%), extending
unemployment benefits (7%), and providing more affordable child care (5%).
The 2011 impreMedia and Latino Decisions poll found the following:
Ø U.S.-born Latinos (79%) are slightly more likely to approve (strongly or somewhat) of
providing mortgage payment assistance to homeowners who have recently lost their jobs
compared to foreign-born Latinos (73%).
Ø A majority (57%) of U.S.-born Latinos disapprove strongly of making it easier for banks
to foreclose on a home; 79% of U.S.-born Latinos disapprove strongly or somewhat
compared to 47% of foreign-born Latinos.
Ø Equal majorities of U.S.-born (67%) and foreign-born (69%) Latinos approve (strongly
or somewhat) of requiring banks to provide lower interest rates or reduced payments for
homeowners who currently owe more than their homes are worth.
Ø Large majorities of U.S.-born (82%) and foreign-born (77%) Latinos approve (strongly
or somewhat) of lowering monthly mortgage payments for homeowners who don’t have
enough money to pay their full mortgage payments.
Rifts in opinion emerge between those who are struggling financially and those who are not
when it comes to assistance for Americans who are under water with their mortgages, according
to a February 2011 report59 by Public Agenda on the economy and the American Dream. Three
in 10 (31%) respondents who say they are struggling “a lot” believe providing financial
assistance to people who owe more on their mortgage than their home is worth is a “very
effective” way to lend a hand to those who are hard-hit in the current economy, but only one in
10 (10%) respondents who say they are struggling “not at all” believe this proposal is “very
effective” and 31% say it is “not at all effective.”
Those who say they are not struggling at all do not perceive foreclosures as being a threat to
themselves—a whopping 96% in this category report no problems paying their mortgage or rent
and 92% have not had to change their housing situation as a result of financial pressure.
Subsidizing affordable housing enjoys more support among all groups than assisting underwater
borrowers, as seen in the following chart.
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Data from the Public Agenda, February 2011
There was much support for and salience around the idea of imposing a time period during which
banks could not foreclose on delinquent mortgages, according to a poll conducted for the
Washington Post in October 2010. Half of respondents believed this was something the Obama
Administration should do, with 29% feeling this way strongly. Only 13% believed strongly that
this was something the Administration should not do.
Government Proposals: Home Mortgage Interest Tax Deductions
Across party lines, a large majority of Americans believe that tax incentives that encourage
homeownership are a good idea, and strong majorities oppose eliminating the home mortgage
interest deduction: 60
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Data from National Association of Home Builders, 2011
In addition:
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø

63% oppose lowering the mortgage interest deduction
58% oppose eliminating the deduction for interest paid on home equity loans
53% oppose eliminating the deduction for interest paid for a second or vacation home
55% oppose limiting the mortgage interest deduction for those earning more than
$250,000 per year
Ø 53% oppose scaling back the mortgage interest deduction for homeowners with
mortgages of $500,000 or more
Even when the point is made that eliminating the home mortgage interest deduction could help
reduce the deficit by increasing government revenue, a strong majority (65%) maintain
opposition to the proposal on the grounds that the “mortgage interest deduction helps families
achieve home ownership, which helps owners build assets for the middle class and provides
stability for families.” Republicans (69%) and Independents (69%) are slightly more likely than
Democrats (59%) to oppose the proposal to eliminate the home mortgage interest deduction
based on these grounds.
A 2011 survey by impreMedia and Latino Decisions61 found that equal numbers of U.S.-born
(83%) and foreign-born (82%) Latinos approve (strongly or somewhat) of providing additional
www.opportunityagenda.org
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tax credits for first-time home buyers, although foreign-born Latinos are more likely to approve
strongly (59% compared to 49%).
The American public may be unclear about the role of government in making homeownership
affordable for them. Three quarters (76%) of homeowners surveyed in the Allstate National
Journal Heartland Monitor Poll VIII felt that they have not benefited from any federal
government policy to promote homeownership, yet 80% of mortgage holders reported that they
took the home mortgage interest tax deduction. This disconnect in perception versus reality may
be a driving reason behind the split—46% to 46%—on whether the government should continue
its level of funding for programs that encourage homeownership.
Homeowners and renters both believe that the mortgage interest deduction should not be targeted
for change. Seventy-four percent of owners and 62% of renters say it’s “extremely” or “very”
important that the deduction remain in place (National Association of Realtors, 2011).
Government Impediments: Raising Down Payment Requirements
A vast majority (92%) of Americans who are familiar with proposals in Washington to raise
down payment requirements believe that these proposals will make it more difficult to purchase a
home (National Association of Home Builders, 2011). Although voters are split on whether the
proposals requiring a minimum 20% down payment are a good idea (49% to 49%), there are
striking differences by age and residence type. Mortgage holders between the age of 18 and 54
(58%) and renters between the age of 18 and 54 (59%)—groups frequently in the market for a
home—oppose the proposal. Those who favor the proposal include mortgage holders older than
age 55 (52%), outright owners across all ages (18–54, 57%; older than age 55, 65%), and renters
older than age 55 (53%).
V. Conclusions
Our analysis finds Americans at a crossroads when it comes to their attitudes about economic
opportunity generally and homeownership in particular. They believe in the American Dream
and see it as achievable, even as they acknowledge that it may be slipping away. They see
financial success as largely the product of hard work, although half now see poverty as caused by
circumstances beyond one’s control. Most view government as having a crucial role to play in
protecting opportunity and regulating the economy, yet large numbers are skeptical about
government’s competence to achieve those tasks.
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African Americans and Latinos emerge as more optimistic about their economic future, even as
they report greater harm from the recession. They are more likely to perceive discrimination and
more likely to see a strong role for government than are non-Hispanic whites.
Americans are distrustful of Wall Street and financial institutions and believe they should be
subject to tougher regulations. Along with corporations generally, they are less trusted than
government and viewed as frequently part of the problem.
Americans continue to see homeownership as integral to the American Dream. Most who do not
own a home aspire to do so, and Americans across the board see access to a mortgage as a
problem. Homeownership is seen as linked to wealth building, to investing for retirement, and to
quality of life. The threat of foreclosure looms large, however, with half of the population saying
they or someone they know could face foreclosure in the near future.
Support for public interventions to support homeownership and prevent foreclosures is high.
Banks and the financial industry are most frequently blamed for the economic and mortgage
crisis, and proposals to eliminate mortgage interest deductions or increase down payments meet
with opposition.
Together, these findings reflect a significant disconnect between public support and public policy
on economic interventions more broadly and homeownership in particular. Those who advocate
more aggressive policy approaches to job creation, economic security, foreclosure protection,
and homeownership as a pathway to the American Dream are likely to stand in good stead with
the majority of the American public, so long as those approaches are clearly explained,
accountable, and effective.
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