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ABSTRACT
The global recession induced by the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in massive fiscal stimulus 
and monetary policy responses. It was followed by a period of sharp inflation, at levels not 
experienced by many advanced economies since the early 1980s.1 Central banks pivoted 
from their pandemic-reactive accommodative monetary policy to a tightening cycle.2 The real 
economy as well as perception of economic strength changed, although not in as correlated a 
fashion as one would expect. This paper’s central finding is that despite having the strongest 
economic recovery of all peer nations, Americans are more unsatisfied with the economy than 
populations in other countries, and they are more unsatisfied than the underlying economic re-
ality would predict. Causes of this dissatisfaction may include asymmetric impact of inflation 
versus unemployment, the rising cost of housing, political polarization, measurement error, 
and more general declines in Americans’ psychological and emotional wellbeing. This dissat-
isfaction is likely to lead to more political polarization and unhappiness. 
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America’s pandemic-era economic performance stands out. The U.S. had among the most aggres-
sive fiscal and monetary responses to the pandemic, including providing the highest discretionary 
fiscal stimulus as a percentage of GDP of any country.3 America’s COVID-19 stimulus was target-
ed to lower income Americans and cut poverty rates by a record 67% in 2021.4 The U.S. also had 
one of the strongest and fastest economic recoveries among developed countries.5

Despite this, the American public perceives the state of the U.S. economy as poor. Americans are 
particularly unhappy with the economy despite its performing better than the EU, the U.K., Japan, 
and, to varying degrees, China. Economic dissatisfaction is broad and correlated with inflation.6 
However, inflation was a global phenomenon.7

The paper explores multiple possibilities for the divergence between economic performance and 
happiness with the economy. One finding is that increasing political polarization played a signifi-
cant role. Support for this thesis is that a disproportionate share of the economic dissatisfaction 
comes from members of the Republican party only after Biden’s election, only to revert back to a 
positive view when Trump won the White House back. A second is that the composition of infla-
tion differs in America, with the cost of housing rising substantially more than in other countries. A 
third is that America’s existing economic unhappiness pre-pandemic, particularly among lower-in-
come families and men, created an environment where dissatisfaction was more likely to occur 
despite stronger economic growth.

1.1 PANDEMIC TIMING

For purposes of this paper, it is helpful to define several time periods as they relate to the pandem-
ic. This paper distinguishes between three time periods:

1) “Pre-pandemic” is up until the end of 2019 (Q4) 
2) The “pandemic era” means between 2020 Q2 and 2022 Q2 
3) “Post-pandemic” refers to after 2022 Q4

The authors consider the quarters left out between each time period to be transitionary periods. 
Changes to the dating of during- and post-pandemic periods do not meaningfully impact results, 
although they would change point estimates. The paper will use these time periods when possible. 
When data is only available on an annual basis, pre-pandemic will refer to the years through 2019, 
pandemic will refer to 2020-2022, and post-pandemic will refer to 2023 and after. 

I. Introduction 
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2.1 AMERICA’S FISCAL AND MONETARY POLICY WERE AGGRESSIVE AND 
EFFECTIVE

COVID-19 led to a sudden and sharp decrease in economic activity (and hence tax collections) 
and additional needs for public expenditures (stimulus) to address the crisis. Governments 
broadly responded with expansionary fiscal policy, although to varying degrees.8 Figure 1 indi-
cates the difference in budgeted COVID-19 spending as a percentage of GDP across select major 
economies, showing the U.S. at the top and China at the bottom. The rate at which each country’s 
economy rebounded varied. The U.S. performance remains among the fastest, while China’s Beige 
Book reported that, “The recovery from COVID—disappointing as it was—is over.”9

We can also compare the additional spending and forgone revenue different countries expe-
rienced during the pandemic, normalized by national GDP. Figure 2 below does that based on 
IMF staff estimates over a broader set of countries. Again, the U.S. stands out for its aggressive 
response. Figure 2 illustrates that the more advanced a country’s economy, the more aggressive-
ly they responded to the pandemic shock.10 It is relevant to note, though, that the exceptionally 
strong U.S. pandemic response took place in the context of much lower social welfare support 
than in most other wealthy countries.

2. Pandemic Era Public Support

Country

Budgeted 
COVID-19 
Spending  

(% of 2020 GDP)

GDP Growth over 
2020

GDP Growth over 
2021

GDP Growth over 
2022

GDP Growth over 
2023

G20 9.8 -3 6.5 3.1 3.2

U.S. 25.5 -2.2 6.1 2.5 2.9

U.K. 19.3 -10.3 8.6 4.8 0.3

Australia 18.4 -0.1 2.1 4.2 3.4

Japan 16.7 -4.1 2.6 1.0 1.7

Canada 15.9 -5.0 5.3 3.8 1.2

Germany 15.3 -4.1 3.7 1.4 -0.3

France 9.6 -7.4 6.9 2.6 0.9

China 4.8 2.2 8.4 3.0 5.2

Pandemic Spending and Real GDP Growth

FIGURE 1 

SOURCE:   Adapted from IMF Fiscal Affairs Department, “Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 
Pandemic,” International Monetary Fund, October 2021, https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Fiscal-Policies-
Database-in-Response-to-COVID-19; World Bank, “GDP Growth (annual %),” The World Bank Group, Accessed March, 2025, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG.
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This section explores the ways in which the U.S. economy grew during and after the pandemic. 
During this period, the U.S. economy grew faster than its developed peer nations. This growth 
featured an investment boom, portending a potential source of continued economic strength. 
However, despite this boom, American sentiment about the condition of the economy lagged that 
of peer nations. 

3.1 U.S. GDP RECOVERED FASTEST AFTER THE PANDEMIC 

The U.S. economy’s recovery was the strongest and quickest.11 As Figure 3 shows, America’s snap 
back happened in 2020. China was the next-fastest at the end of 2020, with Japan, the U.K., and 
the EU not having their main pandemic bounce-back quarters until 2021.

Gross investment and capital formation tell a complementary story. While the U.S. and the EU 
showed roughly similar trends before and through the 2008 global financial crisis, only the U.S. 
resumed growth in 2013, as seen in Figure 4. This gap in investment and capital formation—rough-
ly stable between $250 billion and $350 billion—widened sharply following the pandemic reaching 
$520 billion by 2024 Q1.

FIGURE 2

3. Economic Performance vs. Perceptions 
of Economic Performance
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FIGURE 3

FIGURE 4
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Economic performance during and after the pandemic appears to explain much of the investment 
and capital formation gap between the U.S. and the EU. As shown in Figure 5, when measuring 
gross investment against 2019 GDP, the differences between the U.S. and the EU largely disap-
pear. For that reason, America’s stronger growth makes it appear likely that the gap will continue 
to widen. 

Indicators of America’s strong investment can be found in its record new business creation levels. 
Total monthly business applications reached a record high 546,415 in July 2020 and have remained 
above 400,000 since, well up from the pre-pandemic high of 315,189 in December 2019.12 Decker 
and Haltiwanger link the sustained increase in new business formation to the pandemic spike in 
quits.13 Specifically, the pandemic shifted workers’ lifestyle preferences towards increased flexibility 
and working from home, while also altering consumer behavior towards online services, creating 
new market opportunities. As a result, workers who had left jobs found it attractive to pursue en-
trepreneurship.14 The 2021 American Rescue Plan Act played a major role by providing funding and 
financing opportunities for new entrepreneurs and reducing the financial risk from business failure.15

3.2 PANDEMIC RESPONSE PROGRAMS ACHIEVE TARGET OF REDUCING 
POVERTY

The benefits of the pandemic and post-pandemic economy were felt substantially at the bottom 
of America’s economic distribution. The U.S. has long had higher rates of income inequality than 
Europe, the U.K., Japan, and many other advanced economies.16  Pre-pandemic, the U.S. Gini Index 

FIGURE 5
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hovered above 40 compared to below 35 in the EU, the U.K., and Japan.17 While the pre-pandemic 
period featured the longest sustained economic expansion on record, reducing U.S. unemployment 
to historically low levels,18 nearly 41 million Americans were in poverty in 2019. During the pandemic 
that figure dropped sharply to 26.4 million. This drop is largely attributed to government fiscal assis-
tance, including substantial per capita payments from the CARES Act, the Consolidated Appropria-
tions Act, and the American Rescue Plan Act. Once payments from these programs ended in 2022, 
poverty figures snapped back to pre-pandemic totals for Americans overall, as seen in Figure 6.

 3.3 PERCEPTIONS OF ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE IN EUROPE COMPARED 
TO THE U.S. AND MACROECONOMIC INDICATORS ARE INVERTED

The U.S. economy outperformed other major economies at responding to the COVID-19-induced 
recession. The U.S. experienced strong economic growth, a robust labor market, large capital in-
flows and business creation, and substantial reductions in poverty. The economic rebound defied 
projections made during and after the pandemic, including in 2023 when an astounding 100% of 
economists surveyed predicted a recession, and instead the economy grew by 2.5%.19

Thus, one should expect Americans to feel relatively better about their nation’s post-pandemic 
economy than others. However, Americans perceive the economic situation in the U.S. negative-
ly. Perception was so negative that the term “vibecession” was coined to discuss the disconnect 
between actual economic performance and perception.20

FIGURE 6
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In contrast, as shown in figure 8, Europeans perceive the economic situation in their countries 
relatively positively even though unemployment is higher and real GDP growth is lower. Percep-
tions in the U.K. are closer to those in the U.S., which is interesting since both countries engaged 
in substantial economic stimulus and had stronger economic recoveries than the EU.

Americans’ economic perceptions during and post-pandemic started pessimistic and got worse 
even as the economy rebounded. A report by the Pew Research Center found that 35% of Amer-
icans described the economy as “poor” in April 2023, an increase of about 45% from levels seen 
during the pandemic (March 2021 and January 2022).21 It is worth noting that the decline in 
economic outlook was occurring at the same time as the snap back in poverty during 2022. It 
is possible that part of the sentiment decline was related to the return of poverty levels to their 
pre-pandemic rates. 

However, the Pew polling also indicated that pessimism extended beyond the moment, infecting 
views about the future; 46% of Americans expected the economy to be worse a year from now (in 
April 2023), compared to projections during the pandemic (March 2021). Only 17% expected con-
ditions to improve, a sharp decline from readings taken during the pandemic. As Figure 7 shows, 
those numbers rebounded slightly in January 2024 but remained below pandemic levels. 

FIGURE 7

SOURCE: Pew Research Center, Americans More Upbeat on the Economy; Biden’s Job Rating Remains 
Very Low (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024), https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/
uploads/sites/20/2024/01/PP_2024.1.25_biden-economy_REPORT.pdf , 10.
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FIGURE 8

FIGURE 9
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In contrast, Europeans have a positive view of their quality of life and economic outlook. As shown 
in Figure 8, when asked in January and February of 2024, 82% of Europeans report quality of life of 
“very good” or “rather good” and 65% report the same of their economic situation.

European Union consumer confidence shows a more pronounced and expected increase during 
the post-pandemic recovery. Figure 9 shows a two-pronged impact on confidence: a sharp de-
cline when the pandemic hit, a subsequent rise as the pandemic receded, an even sharper decline 
through the end of the pandemic that bottomed out in October 2022, and then steady growth 
trend.

Europeans were increasingly optimistic during the pandemic, even surpassing pre-pandemic 
levels, only to see that confidence recede in the post pandemic world and stabilize at a lower rate 
than prior to the pandemic, as shown in Figure 10.

The U.K.’s consumer sentiment trend was more similar to the U.S. than the EU. In the U.K., the 
majority of people believed consistently during the pandemic—with one exceptional surge during 
2021—that the economy was getting worse. The brief and failed tenure of Prime Minister Liz Truss 
corresponded with record levels of economic pessimism. U.K. optimism has risen since then with 
pessimism now returning to levels seen around the 2016 Brexit referendum.22

FIGURE 10
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There are many theories for why the economy is per-
ceived to be in poor condition in the U.S.23 This paper 
considers four: the asymmetric impact of inflation or 
employment, the cost of housing, increased political 
polarization, and measurement error.

4.1 MISERY INDEX AND DISTRIBUTION

On the question of inflation, macroeconomists have 
tried to capture consumer sentiment on the economy 
using Arthur Okun’s concept of “the Misery Index,” a 
simple addition of the inflation and unemployment 
rates.24 The Misery Index has been widely used as a 
measure to capture what consumer sentiment should 
be based on economic fundamentals.25 The index 
fell from the time it was coined in the 1970s through 
the pre-pandemic periods, as trend inflation and the 
non-accelerating inflation rate of unemployment (NAI-
RU) both fell in the U.S. 

During the pandemic the misery index rose, first as un-
employment skyrocketed, then as inflation increased. 
However, the index fell as employment returned and 
inflation subsided. Yet as Paul Krugman wrote: “Misery 
seems to be taking a holiday.”26 The Misery Index is 7 
as of January 2025, a level roughly equal to the 2016-
2018 period when consumers were broadly much 
happier about the economy.27

Pre-pandemic research by Ravallion argues that the 
Misery Index’s simple addition of inflation and unem-
ployment fails to adequately appreciate the distinct 
impact of each across the economic distribution spec-
trum.28 He argues that the Misery Index only captures 
sentiment for high-income people and doesn’t capture 
the experience for lower-income people. Instead, 
Ravallion proposes that “[f]or the poorest, the effect of 
inflation is swamped by the unemployment rate.”29

Ravallion’s thesis would imply that poorer Americans 
should be happier with the current economy’s low 
unemployment rate and not as bothered by the recent 
spike of inflation. However, Federal Reserve Bank of 
Chicago President Austan Goolsbee argued that the 

pandemic-era inflation particularly hurt lower-income 
households more than others.30 Goolsbee’s argument 
builds on a Hobijn and Lagakos paper on “inflation 
inequality” that found the “inflation experiences of U.S. 
households vary significantly … cost of living increas-
es are generally higher for the elderly, in large part 
because of their health care expenditures, and that the 
cost of living for poor households is most sensitive to 
… fluctuations in gasoline prices.”31 The United States’ 
uniquely large health care sector and lack of national-
ized health care could explain some of the idiosyncrat-
ic experiences of inflation there. Goolsbee speculated 
that the distributional impacts were exacerbated by 
the pandemic’s unique impact of promoting virtual vs. 
in-person commerce overlayed on America’s digital di-
vide, noting that “shopping online is far more common 
among high-income people” and that online prices 
rose far less than overall CPI during the pandemic.

The post-pandemic period is providing new data as to 
whether unemployment or inflation colors perception 
of economic unhappiness. The primary finding in the 
United States leans toward inflation. Inflation at these 
levels had not been experienced by Americans in 40 
years, meaning that prior data and analysis on Amer-
icans’ reaction to inflation relies on a different gener-
ational cohort in a different era. Despite widespread 
forecasts of a post-pandemic recession driven by the 
Federal Reserve’s rate-tightening cycle, the U.S. econo-
my both grew and continued to create jobs.32 Inflation 
fell, and while the overall inflation rate is still above 
the Fed’s target level of 2%, current inflation excluding 
housing meets the Fed’s target rate.33

Further explanation around inflation has to do with 
time. Consumers could be more focused on price 
levels than annual rates of change. Even as inflation 
rates recede, consumers may remain negative about 
changes in overall price level, driving a prolonged state 
of negativity. For example, consider a good that chang-
es in price from 100 to 110 in one year, then to 115 in 
year two, and then 118 in year three. The inflation rate 
for that good went from 10%, to just under 5% to under 
3%. Using only the final year’s inflation rate, inflation 

4. Drivers of Economic Pessimism in the U.S.
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would not be a major concern. However, to a consumer remembering the price three years 
ago, the overall inflation rate would be 18%, a large number even over three years. This holds 
true when looking at the average price of common goods. For example, basic food staples 
saw their prices remain high: Milk in 2024 is about $4 per gallon, up from around $3.20 before 
the pandemic,34 while bread in 2024 is about $2.00 per pound, up from around $1.30.35 

4.2 HOUSING’S ROLE IN INFLATION AND THE FED’S ROLE IN CREATING 
HOUSING INFLATION THROUGH QE

Housings major and unique role in America’s inflation experience is not fully appreciated. For 
example, Furman’s recent discussion of America’s inflationary experience did not mention 
housing, nor did Fed Chair Powell in his Jackson Hole speech.36 This is surprising, as through 
2024, housing inflation remains elevated while other categories have cooled. During the 
beginning of the inflation spike in 2021, housing inflation remained low initially, falling below 
overall inflation for the first time in almost a decade. After overall inflation took off, housing 
inflation followed, reaching its highest level almost a full year after overall inflation peaked. 
Subsequently, while overall inflation has eased to 3% and non-housing inflation is down to the 
Federal Reserve’s target rate of 2%, housing inflation remains elevated at 5% as of mid-2024.37 

Housing inflation is reflected in soaring home prices. Average home value rose by nearly 
$100,000 between 2020 and 2022, marking a sudden shift from pre-pandemic trends which 
would have resulted in a gain of only $25,500. Figure 11 shows that this increase in home 
valuation has persisted. 

FIGURE 11

SOURCE: Authors calculations using Board of Governors of the Federal 
Reserve System, “All Sectors; Total Mortgages; Asset, Level [ASTMA],” 
FRED, accessed July 17, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/ASTMA; 
Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, “Households; Owners' Equity in Real Estate, Level 
[OEHRENWBSHNO],” FRED, accessed July 17, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/OEHRENWBSHNO; U.S. 
Census Bureau, “Housing Inventory Estimate: Total Housing Units in the United States [ETOTALUSQ176N],” 
FRED, accessed July 17, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/ETOTALUSQ176N.
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FIGURE 12

FIGURE 13

SOURCE: Urban Institute Housing Finance Policy Center, Housing Finance at A Glance: A Monthly Chartbook 
(Washington, DC: Urban Institute, June 2024), https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2024-06/Housing-
Finance-At-A-Glance-Monthly-Chartbook-June-2024.pdf
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The connection between American housing inflation and monetary policy has not been fully 
appreciated. The Federal Reserve’s quantitative easing (QE) program purchased Treasuries and 
mortgage-backed securities (MBS). It did so because these are the two assets the Fed is allowed 
to buy under Section 14 of the Federal Reserve Act, which is the legal basis for how the Fed op-
erates its QE program. As seen in Figure 12, the Fed purchase about $1.3 trillion of the total $1.5 
trillion new agency MBS during the 2020-2022 QE period.38 The Fed’s MBS purchases were equal 
to around 87% of total MBS increase during the QE period. Basic economics argues that when new 
buyers enter a market of fixed supply, their purchases will push up price. With mortgages being 
purchased, the value of a mortgage was increased, which flows back into home prices.

While other countries experienced temporary increases in home valuations, the United States’ 
continued above-trend home valuation is an outlier. Figure 13 shows that, after the pandemic, the 
EU house price index returned to levels equal to pre-pandemic trend.

Figure 14 compares house price appreciation in the U.S. from a global weighted average. It is im-
portant note that other central banks either did not engage in QE or if they did, they did not focus 
their purchases on mortgage-backed securities.

The increase in housing costs fed into consumer sentiment regarding housing. The Fannie Mae 
Home Purchase Sentiment Index, which measures consumer optimism about the housing market, 
remains well below pre-pandemic levels; as of June 2024, 86% of Americans believe it is a bad 

FIGURE 14
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time to buy a home—an all-time low.39 An April 2024 
Gallup poll found that “cost of owning/renting a home” 
was the second most common perceived significant 
financial problem for U.S. families, after “high cost of 
living/inflation.”40 Similarly, a PEW study conducted at 
the end of August 2024 found that 69% of respondents 
were “very concerned” with the cost of housing, while 
the figure is 74% for the price of food and consumer 
goods, 40% for unemployment, and 24% for stock 
market performance.41

Further research on the impact of housing on consum-
er sentiment may explain Americans’ economic pes-
simism. One might expect house price appreciation 
to weigh positively on consumer sentiment for home-
owners, as for the majority of Americans their home is 
their largest financial asset. However, non-homebuyers 
and those who own a home but wish to buy a more 
expensive one may see the rise of home values (as 
well as property taxes) as a net negative. Prospective 
homebuyers may react asymmetrically to home price 
appreciation, believing that future home ownership 
is not possible. This is evident in the increasing age 
of first-time homebuyers. National Associations of 
Realtors reports that the median first-time buyer age 
was 38 in 2024, up from 33 in 2019 and late 20s in the 
1980s.42

Additionally, negative consumer sentiment due to 
increasing housing costs may be concentrated in 
renters. Renters were more likely to be behind on their 
bills in 2024 than 2022 and more likely than homeown-
ers to report missing bill payments, leading some to 
conclude that renters should be less satisfied with the 
economy. As LPL Financial Chief Economist Jeffrey 
Roach put it: “Rents have increased by over 20% since 
the onset of the pandemic. Renters are paying roughly 
$370 on average more each month.” As rents continue 
to increase, so does a feeling of economic insecurity.43

It is worth noting that homeownership is often cited as 
being central to “the American dream,” illustrating the 
primacy of housing in consumer sentiment in America. 
As the next section will discuss, those that believe in 
the American dream but do not personally fulfill it of-
ten fall into despair, which in turn can adversely affect 
their consumer sentiment among other things. 

4.3 POLITICAL POLARIZATION DRIVING 
SENTIMENT

Another possibility is that political factors are driving 
economic unhappiness. Americans have become 
increasingly politically polarized.44 As data from Gallup 
shows in Figure 20 below, consumer sentiment during 
presidential election years appeared to track overall 
economic conditions reasonably well: In 1992 and 
2008 Americans were quite unhappy, while during 
times of strong growth in 1996 and 2000 they were 
optimistic. The 2020 data is an exception, in that con-
fidence was relatively strong despite the pandemic-era 
recession, but that was likely due to hope that recovery 
was around the corner, as discussed earlier. However, 
in 2024 Americans are highly negative despite positive 
economic performance, as seen in Figure 15.

Research from the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond 
shows that “the partisan sentiment gap has been 
widening over time.”45 That same research indicated 
an asymmetric response between politization and 
sentiment. Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond re-
searchers tracking the Misery Index found that those 
who were of the same political party as the president 
are less likely to exhibit the partisan bounce of hap-
piness when the Misery Index is high. Thus, while the 
opposition party is structurally less happy to begin 
with, the incumbent party is less prone to optimism, 
reducing overall sentiment. In addition, recent research 
published by the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search shows that while political polarization has been 
increasing in both the U.S. and Europe over the past 
decade, it has increased the most in the U.S.46

It may also be that the political effect is not symmetric 
between the two parties. Research from 2023 shows 
that Republican political bias is 2.5 times stronger 
than Democrats.47 Similarly, data from the Pew Re-
search Center shows a much larger swing among 
Republicans than among Democrats over recent 
elections. Republicans swung from 18% reporting an 
excellent or good economy at the end of 2016 to 81% 
prior to the pandemic in 2020, while Democrats moved 
only slightly from 46% to 39%. While people from both 
parties were less positive about the economy in 2022 
and 2023, Republicans have become even more nega-
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tive, with a reduction of 50% in the share who report the economy as excellent/good from 2022 to 
2024, while Democrats rose slightly over that time period, despite starting at a substantially higher 
level.48 

This amplified right-wing negativity may stem from overly pessimistic economic coverage in 
conservative media. Harris and Sojourner (2024) identify that the tone in national economic news 
has become increasingly negative, in large part due to major networks becoming more ideologi-
cally biased.49 Particularly with conservative media, biased news combined with  disinformation in 
social media pushes some into misinformed negativity.50 A 2024 poll by Reuters and Ipsos reveals 
that people who primarily consume conservative media were more likely to answer questions 
about the economy incorrectly and negatively. The poll reports about 85% of conservative media 
consumers were incorrect about the direction of inflation in 2024, saying it got worse. By compar-
ison, only about 35% of cable news and national newspaper consumers were incorrectly down on 
inflation.51 Additionally, as seen in Figure 16, people who consume conservative media perceive 
their personal economic experiences—such as paying a gas or grocery bill—differently and more 
negatively than consumers of other types of media. 

FIGURE 15
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As seen in Figure 17, Consumer sentiment data following Trump’s election in 2024 shows signs of 
an uptick in Republican optimism relative to Democrats, corroborating the partisanship of eco-
nomic sentiment.52 The University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index shows that the Repub-
lican Index of Consumer Expectations jumped from 61.4 in October 2024 to 89.2 in November 
2024, while Democrats decreased from 93.1 to 75.4.53 Contrasting optimism from current eco-
nomic sentiment, Republican index of Current Economic Conditions fell from 41.4 to 37.9 over the 
same period, while Democrats increased from 88.8 to 90.5.54 Evidently, the election brought out 
increased satisfaction with Biden’s economy in Democrats while Trump’s victory spiked Republi-
can economic optimism.

That political polarization extends to perceptions about inflation should not be surprising, as 
inflation was the American consumer’s top economic issue in the 2024 election.55 In May of 2024, 
there was a substantial political gap among Americans on inflation, with 80% of Republican-lean-

FIGURE 16



21WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

ing voters describing inflation as a “very big problem” 
compared with 46% of Democrats.56 Inflation was con-
sidered a very big problem by more Republicans than 
any other issue, including immigration, while it ranks 
fourth among Democrats.57

Since Trump’s inauguration, there have been changing 
patterns in these trends, with a broader range of con-
sumers, regardless of political party or demographic 
group, concerned about inflation and the negative ef-
fects that Trump’s tariffs are likely to have for all con-
sumers. As with inflation, though, low-income groups 
have less of a buffer to absorb price increases. While 
low-income groups disproportionately benefited from 
the COVID-19-related stimulus measures, those gains 
were eroded by continued inflation after the stimulus 
measures ended. As such, low-income groups have 
more to lose in relative terms by continued and pos-
sibly increased inflation, and consumer sentiment re-
flects their concerns.58 Increasing inequality in the U.S., 
meanwhile, exacerbates those relative differences.59

4.3.1 Rapidly Increasing Despair Explains Polariza-
tion-Driven Economic Pessimism

Post-pandemic American economic pessimism can 
also be explained by the rapidly increasing levels of 
“despair.” Graham (2024) defines despair as ambiv-
alence as to whether one lives or dies.60 People in 
despair do not believe that they can act to improve 
their situation in any way. She argues that lack of 
purpose and narrative for the future makes people in 
despair “particularly vulnerable to conspiracy theories, 
fake news, and participation in extremist activities.”61 
Corroborating this claim, neurological research on 
COVID-19 denial and conspiracy finds a strong rela-
tionship between despair and susceptibility to misin-
formation, especially in Republican communities.62 

Despair’s growth has been concentrated with white, 
working-class men, who have the highest levels of 
despair of any demographic group.63 The reason is that 
white, middle- and low-income individuals have largely 

FIGURE 17
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bought into the idea of the American dream, or the idea that “those individuals who work hard 
get ahead.”64 In turn, white, working-class families more easily believe false narratives about 
the economy that allow them place blame elsewhere for their distress. This vulnerability ex-
plains the post-pandemic rise in right-wing misinformation.65

This despair-induced, right-wing misinformation and radicalization may result in undue eco-
nomic pessimism among Republicans. A survey conducted in August 2023 asked 600 respon-
dents this question: “Over the past year, please tell me if you think the following measures 
have moved in the right or wrong direction.”66 Notably the survey did not ask about feelings, 
but the direction of metrics. As PCE inflation improved from 6.6% August 2022 to 3.4% August 
2023,67 74% of all respondents and 92% of Republicans responded incorrectly on inflation, as 
seen in Figure 18. While inflation may be judged personally, where the basket of goods pur-
chased can differ from the national index, answers regarding other objective factors were also 
biased. (Of course, it could be that individuals have a different conception of what inflation is 
that is quite distinct from how economists define and measure inflation). For example, while 
the stock market gained substantially during this period, 48% of all respondents and 69% of 
Republicans stated it had fallen. That Republicans were mostly incorrect about inflation and 
stock market gains suggests that Republican economic pessimism makes them more sus-
ceptible misinformation.68

FIGURE 18
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Despair-induced misinformation—in which despair increases vulnerability to misinforma-
tion and then more misinformation fuels despair—helps to explain why economic sentiment 
became so pessimistic, specifically in the U.S. and after the pandemic. While despair mea-
sured in self-reports can of course be biased, trends in a population’s levels of despair also 
coincided consistently with those in “deaths of despair,” which is the sum of deaths by suicide, 
alcoholic liver disease, and drug overdose.69 Figure 19 shows the U.S. and E.U. despair trends. 
After the pandemic, the rate of increase in deaths of despair spiked and remained elevated in 
the U.S., while remaining flat in the EU.  

4.4 SENTIMENT MIGHT BE MISMEASURED

An alternative argument recently put forth by Cummings and Tedeschi is that sentiment is not 
as bad as measurements indicate.70 They argue that survey methodology changes, particularly 
the change from telephone to online data collection for the University of Michigan’s bench-
mark consumer survey, have driven a structural decline in readings of sentiment activity. As 
they argue: 

“In October 2024, despite a low 4.1% unemployment rate, strong retail spending, and 
inflation that has largely returned to target, the index stands at 68.9, in the 15th per-

FIGURE 19
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centile of the historical distribution and well below where we would predict given pre-pan-
demic relationships with key economic data. For reference, the index level is now lower 
than it was 15 years ago in September 2009, when the economy was barely emerging out 
of the recession brought on by the global financial crisis and the unemployment rate was 
9.8 percent, more than double its current value.”

A related but different argument presented by Cummings, Harris, and Mahoney shows that the 
gap between predicted and actual consumer sentiment began in the pandemic but really widened 
post-pandemic, as shown in Figure 20.71 They explore a series of causes including residual infla-
tion and increased partisanship, finding that both contribute but “leaves us with a final, admittedly 
unexplained, third part” which they conjecture is a mix of other theories. 

There is reason to be cautious about this interpretation more broadly than the University of 
Michigan survey data, which may be not comparable over time due to survey changes. Tedeschi 
and Cummings pin much of the change on age demographics of respondents, arguing that older 
Americans are less happy than younger ones, perhaps due to the impacts of inflation which may 
well not be the same over age cohorts, particularly as older Americans are more likely to live on 
fixed incomes.72 However work by Blanchflower, Bryson, and Xu shows substantial increases in 
measures of unhappiness among youth in the pandemic periods and before.73 Among many other 
reasons, the young, who have lower savings and accumulated assets, were likely more affected 

FIGURE 20
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by inflation in general and by the out of reach costs of new homes than were older cohorts. This 
indicated a compound effect with housing inflation described above. 

It is important to place the sentiment analysis in the broader context of decreasing psychologi-
cal wellbeing and increasing unhappiness in the U.S. for the past fifteen years or so. In 2011, for 
example, the year through which data was collected for the first World Happiness Report, the U.S. 
ranked 11th in the world in average national happiness. But 2017 it had dropped to 18th and in 2023 
it scored 23rd, falling out of the top 20 group—which includes many countries far less wealthy than 
the U.S. —for the first time since the report was launched.74

And, as Blanchflower et al. write in their recent paper, our young are, for the first time, the least 
happy age cohort in the country, departing from a strong and consistent U-shape relationship in age 
in most wealthy and middle-income countries, where the least happy age cohort is the middle aged 
(see for example Blanchflower and Graham (2021)).75  Blanchflower’s analysis measures despair 
in the U.S. using a question in the Center for Disease Control’s Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance 
System annual survey, which asks “now thinking about your mental health, which includes stress, 
depression, and problems with emotions, for how many days during the past 30 days was your 
mental health not good.” A respondent is considered to be in despair if they say all 30 days. Using 
this definition, Figure 21 plots the percentage of respondents in despair by 5-year age category. 

FIGURE 21
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In the 2024 World Happiness Report cited above, U.S. 
youth ranked a surprising 62nd in the world, below 
countries such as Ecuador, Honduras, and Bulgaria. 
Youth in the U.K. also experienced declines in their 
wellbeing—although less steep than those in the U.S.—
in recent years, and as noted above, the U.K. public is 
also negative about the post-pandemic recovery. 

Importantly, the decline in youth happiness and 
increase in reported mental health problems did not 
begin with COVID-19 but almost a decade earlier in 
2011. While the most oft-cited reason is the increased 
availability of smart phones—and there is little doubt 
that social media exacerbated underlying problems—
the causes run deeper and include the high cost and 
student debt associated with higher education oppor-
tunities for many Americans; uncertainties about rapid-
ly changing labor markets and job opportunities for the 
young; our increasingly polarized and divided politics; 
and overarching issues such as climate change and 
the state of global peace, all of which are more likely 
to have long-term effects for younger generations than 
for the middle-aged or the elderly.76

Declining happiness and increasing mental health 
problems may be starkest among the young, but they 
are part of a broader trend in the U.S., as noted above. 
Blanchflower and Oswald, using data from the CDC’s 
Behavioural Risk Factor Surveillance Study (BRFSS), 
find that the number of Americans reporting that they 
had major emotional or mental health problems in all 
30 of the previous 30 days, which they characterized 
as extreme distress, increased from 3.6% of the popu-
lation in 1993 to 6.4% in 2019, and among low-educa-
tion, mid-life white persons, the percentage more than 
doubled, from 4.8% to 11.5%.77

While there is a gap between reported and diagnosed 
health problems, there is increasing evidence that the 
reported data, which is easier and less expensive to 
collect, is a very good proxy.78 The reported trends 
match those in deaths of despair, as Graham and Pinto 
demonstrate (2019, 2021). While these deaths were 
previously concentrated among low-income whites 
living in areas where manufacturing and other blue-col-
lar jobs are in decline, they have spread to younger and 
more racially diverse cohorts. The highest rate of opi-
oid overdose deaths since 2019 is now among Black 
men and Native Americans, for example, and suicides 
have increased notably among minority teens.79  It 
should be noted that Trump’s 2024 electoral victory 
included substantial increases in support among 
young men of color, primarily due to economic views.80  
This may support the relationship between despair 
and adoption of conservative misinformation-driven 
negative economic sentiment leading up to the 2024 
election.

The reasons for the spread of deaths of despair are 
varied and complex, from the generalized declines in 
happiness and increases in mental health problems to 
the increased availability and affordability of synthet-
ic opioids such as Fentanyl to uncertainty about the 
future among the young. The death trends are a very 
tangible objective measure which confirms the va-
lidity of the self-reports in the data. While it is, at this 
junction, difficult to accurately disentangle the puzzles 
in economic sentiment data from the more general de-
clines in psychological wellbeing, it is also impossible 
to fully understand the former trends without taking 
the overarching context of steeply declining emotional 
and psychological wellbeing into account. 
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5. Conclusion
Global economies are discovering the post-pandemic “new normal.” The U.S. experience 
has been one of stronger-than-expected economic growth. This growth came, in part, due to 
strong policy responses during the pandemic, including larger fiscal stimulus than received by 
other major economies.

Despite stronger economic growth, Americans perceive the economy as poor. Potential 
reasons include the cumulative impact of inflation, asymmetric weighting toward inflation 
over employment, the rising cost of housing, and despair-induced political polarization. To 
the extent political polarization is the cause of negative sentiment, the data indicates that it 
is largely driven by Republicans. With Republicans set to control the White House for the next 
four years and Congress for at least two, initial results indicate Republican voters suddenly 
feeling much better about the economy. It remains to be seen if Democrats translate their 
election unhappiness into economic unhappiness. 

Finally, while difficult to disentangle without further research, it is important to note that these 
seemingly puzzling trends are occurring in the broader context of steep declines in American’s 
emotional and psychological wellbeing, which do not have a partisan component. While the 
explanations for this trend are varied and complex, one issue that seems central to them is 
uncertainty about the future opportunities and quality of life for both younger and less advan-
taged sectors of the population. This uncertainty must influence the way most Americans, 
whose wages have been falling behind those at the top of the distribution for decades, evalu-
ate the economy. 

U.S. economic sentiment has declined despite strong growth. The potential drivers of this gap 
highlight problems that persist despite strong growth: elevated price levels, increasingly unaf-
fordable housing, misinformation and polarization, and generally increasing levels of despair. 
Solutions must go beyond overall economic growth and address these underlying issues.



28WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Endnotes
1  Julian di Giovanni et al., Pandemic-Era Inflation Drivers and Global Spillovers, Working Paper 31887 (Cambridge, 

MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2023), https://www.nber.org/papers/w31887.	
2  International Monetary Fund, The Great Tightening: Insights From the Recent Inflation Episode, World Economic 

Outlook (Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund, 2024), https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/
Issues/2024/10/22/world-economic-outlook-october-2024.	

3  Aaron Klein, “Federal Reserve: Conflicts between Monetary Policy and Bank Regulation in Tackling Inflation,” 
Journal of Financial Crises 6, no. 2 (2024): 1–42. https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/journal-of-financial-cri-
ses/vol6/iss2/1.	

4  Danilo Trisi, Expiration of Pandemic Relief Led to Record Increases in Poverty and Child Poverty in 2022 (Wash-
ington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2024), https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-in-
equality/expiration-of-pandemic-relief-led-to-record-increases-in-poverty.	

5  Robin Brooks and Ben Harris, The US Recovery from COVID-19 in International Comparison (Washington, DC: 
The Brookings Institution, 2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-us-recovery-from-covid-19-in-inter-
national-comparison/.	

6  Zahra Movahedi Nia et al., “A Cross-Country Analysis of Macroeconomic Responses To COVID-19 Pandemic Us-
ing Twitter Sentiments,” PLoS ONE 17, no. 8 (August 2022), https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0272208.	

7  Ana Maria Santacreu and Jesse LaBelle, “Global Supply Chain Disruptions and Inflation During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Review Second Quarter (April 2022), https://doi.
org/10.20955/r.104.78-91.	

8  Anthony J. Makin and Allan Layton, “The Global Fiscal Response to COIVD-19: Risks and Repercussions,” Eco-
nomic Analysis and Policy 69 (March 2021): 340–349, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eap.2020.12.016.	

9  Kevin Yao and Ellen Zhang, “China's 2023 GDP Shows Patchy Economic Recovery, Raises Case for Stimulus,” 
Reuters, January 17, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-q4-gdp-grows-52-yy-below-market-
forecast-2024-01-17/.	

10  Bruce D. Meyer, Jeehoon Jan, and James X. Sullivan, Poverty, Hardship, and Government Transfers, Working 
Paper 33052 (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2023), https://www.nber.org/papers/
w33052.	

11  Chad Stone, Economy Strong as 2023 Ended, Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2024, 
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/4-4-24econ.pdf.	

12  U.S. Census Bureau, “Business Applications: Total for All NAICS in the United States [BABATOTALSAUS],” 
FRED, accessed October 27, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/BABATOTALSAUS.	

13  Ryan A. Decker and John Haltiwanger, Surging Business Formation in the Pandemic: Causes and Consequenc-
es? (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2023), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/surging-busi-
ness-formation-in-the-pandemic-causes-and-consequences/.	

14 Ibid.	
15  Brendan Duke, Entrepreneurship, Startups, and Business Formation Are Booming Across the U.S. (Washington, 

DC: Center for American Progress, 2024), https://www.americanprogress.org/article/entrepreneurship-start-
ups-and-business-formation-are-booming-across-the-u-s/.	

16  Ana Maria Santacreu and Hetin Zhu, “How Does U.S. Income Inequality Compare Worldwide?” Federal Re-
serve Bank of St. Louis On the Economy (blog), October 16, 2017, https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-econo-
my/2017/october/how-us-income-inequality-compare-worldwide.	

17  World Bank, “Gini Index,” The World Bank Group, Accessed October 21, 2024, https://data.worldbank.org/indi-
cator/SI.POV.GINI.	

18  Ryan Ansell and John P. Mullins, COVID-19 Ends Longest Employment Recovery and Expansion in CES History, 



29WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Causing Unprecedented Job Losses in 2020 (United States: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021), https://
www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2021/article/covid-19-ends-longest-employment-expansion-in-ces-history.htm.	

19  Josh Wingrove, “Forecast for U.S. Recession Within Year Hits 100% in Blow to Biden,” Bloomberg, October 
17, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-17/forecast-for-us-recession-within-year-
hits-100-in-blow-to-biden; Council of Economic Advisors, Ten Charts That Explain the U.S. Economy in 2023 
(Washington, DC: White House, 2023), https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/written-materials/2023/12/19/ten-
charts-that-explain-the-u-s-economy-in-2023/.	

20  Stacey Vanek Smith, “Economic Data is Looking Good. So Why the Glum Vibes?,” Marketplace, June 25, 2024, 
https://www.marketplace.org/2024/06/25/economic-data-glum-vibes-vibe-cession-pessimism/.	

21  Pew Research Center, Americans More Upbeat on the Economy; Biden’s Job Rating Remains Very Low 
(Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024), https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/
sites/20/2024/01/PP_2024.1.25_biden-economy_REPORT.pdf , 38.	

22  IPSOS, Economic Optimism Index (EOI): State of the Economy 1997 – Present (London, United Kingdom: 
IPSOS, 2020), https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/economic-optimism-index-eoi-state-economy-1997-present.	

23  Jeanna Smialek, “Why Are People So Down About the Economy? Theories Abound,” New York Times, May 30, 
2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/30/business/economy/inflation-economy-americans.html.	

24  Ron Nessen, The Brooking Institution’s Arthur Okun – Father of the “Misery Index” (Washington, DC: The 
Brookings Institution, 2008), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-brookings-institutions-arthur-okun-fa-
ther-of-the-misery-index/.	

25  Neil Irwin, “The Misery Index Is Falling Fast,” Axios, June 26, 2023, https://www.axios.com/2023/06/26/mis-
ery-index-falling-fast.	

26  Paul Krugman. “The Misery Index Is Back,” New York Times, September 13, 2022, https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/09/13/opinion/inflation-misery-index-economy-prices.html.	

27  Misery Index (accessed March 14, 2025). https://www.miseryindex.us; University of Michigan, “Survey of Con-
sumers: August 2023 Data Booklet,” University of Michigan, 2023, https://data.sca.isr.umich.edu/fetchdoc.
php?docid=76781.	

28  Martin Ravallion, Macroeconomic Misery by Levels of Income in America, Working Paper 29050 (Cambridge 
MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021), http://www.nber.org/papers/w29050	

29 Ibid, p. 13.	
30  Austan Goolsbee, “The Missing Data in the Inflation Debate,” New York Times, December 30, 2021. https://

www.nytimes.com/2021/12/30/opinion/inflation-economy-biden-inequality.html.	
31  Bart Hobjin and David Lagakos, Inflation Inequality in the United States, Staff Report no. 173 (New York, NY: 

Federal Reserve Bank of New York, 2003), 17, https://www.newyorkfed.org/medialibrary/media/research/
staff_reports/sr173.pdf.	

32  Satyam Panday, Debabrata Das and Soumyadip Pal, Economic Outlook U.S. Q4 2024: Growth and Rates Start 
Shifting to Neutral (Washington, DC: S&P Global, 2024), https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/arti-
cles/240924-economic-outlook-u-s-q4-2024-growth-and-rates-start-shifting-to-neutral-13258419.	

33  U.S. Department of the Treasury, “Statement by Benjamin Harris, Assistant Secretary for Economic Policy, 
for the Treasury Borrowing Advisory Committee,” press release, October 31, 2022, https://home.treasury.
gov/news/press-releases/jy1062; Ben Harris, “Opinion: Inflation isn’t the real problem for the U.S. econo-
my. The housing shortage is,” Los Angeles Times, March 8, 2024, https://www.latimes.com/opinion/sto-
ry/2024-03-08/inflation-housing-shortage-economy-cpi-fed-interest-rate.	

34  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Average Price: Milk, Fresh, Whole, Fortified (Cost per Gallon/3.8 Liters) in 
U.S. City Average [APU0000709112],” FRED, accessed October 23, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/
APU0000709112.	

35  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Average Price: Bread, White, Pan (Cost per Pound/453.6 Grams) in U.S. 
City Average [APU0000702111],” FRED, accessed October 23, 2024, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/



30WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

APU0000702111.	
36  Jason Furman, “The Post-Neoliberal Delusion,” Foreign Affairs, February 10, 2024, https://www.foreignaffairs.

com/united-states/post-neoliberal-delusion; Jerome Powell, “Review and Outlook,” (Board of Governors of 
the Federal Reserve System, 2024), https://www.federalreserve.gov/newsevents/speech/powell20240823a.
htm.	

37 Adapted from Haver Analytics, “Prices – Consumer Price Indexes,” accessed July 15, 2024, https://www.haver.
com.	

38  Urban Institute Housing Finance Policy Center, Housing Finance at A Glance: A Monthly Chartbook (Washing-
ton, DC: Urban Institute, 2020), https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102088/april-chart-
book-2020_0.pdf.	

39  Fannie Mae., “Homebuying Sentiment Hits New Survey Low,” press release, June 7, 2024, https://www.fannie-
mae.com/newsroom/fannie-mae-news/homebuying-sentiment-hits-new-survey-low.	

40  Jeffrey M Jones, “Americans Continue to Name Inflation as Top Financial Problem,” Gallup News, May 2, 2024, 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/644690/americans-continue-name-inflation-top-financial-problem.aspx.	

41  Pew Research Center, In Tied Presidential Race, Harris and Trump Have Contrasting Strengths, Weaknesses 
(Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024), https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/09/09/in-tied-
presidential-race-harris-and-trump-have-contrasting-strengths-weaknesses/.	

42  National Association of Realtors, Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers 2024 (Chicago, IL: National Association 
of Realtors, 2024), https://www.nar.realtor/sites/default/files/2024-11/2024-profile-of-home-buyers-and-sell-
ers-highlights-11-04-2024_2.pdf	

43  Jeffrey Roach, How’s it Going? Depends on Who You Ask, Weekly Market Commentary (San Diego, CA: LPL Re-
search, 2024), https://www.lpl.com/research/weekly-market-commentary/weekly-market-commentary-post-
pandemic-economy-how-is-it-going-depends-who-you-ask.html.	

44  Jonathan Oberlander, “Polarization, Partisanship, and Health in the United States,” Journal of Health Politics, 
Policy and Law 49, no. 3 (June 2024): 329–350, https://doi.org/10.1215/03616878-11075609.	

45  John O’Trakoun, “Sentiment is Sweet When You’re in the Driver’s Seat,” Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond 
Macro Minute (blog), March 26, 2024, https://www.richmondfed.org/research/national_economy/macro_
minute/2024/sentiment_is_sweet_20240326.	

46  Levi Boxell, Mathew Gentzkow, and Jesse Shapiro, Cross-Country Trends in Affective-Polarization, NBER Work-
ing Paper 26669; http://www.nber.org/papers/w26669, November 2021.	

47  Ryan Cummings, Ben Harris and Neale Mahoney, The Paradox Between the Macroeconomy and Household 
Sentiment (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-para-
dox-between-the-macroeconomy-and-household-sentiment/.	

48  Pew Research Center, In Tied Presidential Race, Harris and Trump Have Contrasting Strengths, Weaknesses, 
44.	

49  Ben Harris and Aaron Sojourner, Why are Americans So Displeased With the Economy? (Washington, DC: The 
Brookings Institute, 2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-are-americans-so-displeased-with-the-
economy/.	

50  Darrell M. West, How Disinformation Defined the 2024 Election Narrative (Washington, DC: The Brookings 
Institute, 2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-disinformation-defined-the-2024-election-narra-
tive/?b=1	

51  Clifford Young, Sarah Feldman, and Bernard Mendez, “The Link Between Media Consumption and Public 
Opinion,” IPSOS, October 18, 2024. https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/link-between-media-consumption-and-pub-
lic-opinion.	

52  Harriet Torry, “Republicans Are Feeling Good Again, Driving Up Consumer Sentiment,” The Wall Street Journal, 
November 22, 2024, https://www.wsj.com/economy/consumers/consumer-sentiment-survey-trump-econo-
my-5e4c4c58; Myah Ward and Megan Messerly, “Republicans Suddenly Think the Economy’s Great and the 



31WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Election Wasn’t Rigged,” Politico, November 17, 2024, https://www.politico.com/news/2024/11/17/republi-
cans-trump-win-economy-election-security-confidence-00189941.	

53  University of Michigan, “Survey of Consumers: Table 5B: The Index of Consumer Sentiment with Current, and 
Expected Components Within Political Party,” March 2025, https://data.sca.isr.umich.edu/get-table.php?c=R-
B&y=2025&m=1&n=5b&f=pdf&k=c7a81b6270af9b04bd0792b7a38eace9	

54 Ibid.	
55  Lane Gillespie, Survey: 41% of Americans Say Inflation is Their Top Economic Issue for the 2024 Election (New 

York, NY: Bankrate, 2024), https://www.bankrate.com/personal-finance/2024-election-and-the-economy-sur-
vey/.	

56  Pew Research Center, Public’s Positive Economic Ratings Slip; Inflation Still Widely Viewed as Major Problem 
(Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024), https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/05/23/pub-
lics-positive-economic-ratings-slip-inflation-still-widely-viewed-as-major-problem/.	

57 Ibid.	
58  Sabrina Escobar, “Consumer Sentiment Slides on Inflation Concerns”, Barrons, February 7, 2024; based on 

preliminary data, University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index, February 2025.	
59  David Leonhardt, “A Wealthy and Unhappy Nation”, The New York Times, February 4, 2025; State of the Nation 

Project, February 2025; https://stateofnation.org/.	
60  Carol Graham, Our Twin Crises of Despair and Misinformation (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 

2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/our-twin-crises-of-despair-and-misinformation/.	
61  Brookings Working Group on Despair and Economic Recovery, Addressing America’s Crisis of Despair and 

Economic Recovery, a Call for a Coordinated Effort (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2021), 
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Addressing-Americas-crisis-despair-econom-
ic-recovery.pdf, 15;  Carol Graham, Amy Liu and Isabel Shaheen O’Malley, “The Local Ingredients That 
Fuel Misinformation,” Bloomberg, April 15, 2024, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-04-15/
why-some-us-counties-are-more-vulnerable-to-misinformation-despair.	

62  Bruce L. Miller, “Science Denial and COVID Conspiracy Theories: Potential Neurological Mechanism and Possi-
ble Responses,” JAMA 324, no. 22 (November 2020): 2255–2256, https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.21332.	

63  Carol Graham and Sergio Pinto, “Unequal Hopes and Lives in the USA: Optimism, Race, Place, and Premature 
Mortality,” Journal of Population Economics 32 (April 2019): 665–733, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-018-
0687-y.	

64  Carol Graham and Sergio Pinto, “The Geography of Desperation in America: Labor Force Participation, Mobili-
ty, Place, and Well-Being,” Social Science & Medicine 270 (February 2021): 113612, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
socscimed.2020.113612, 2.	

65  Carol Graham and Emily Dobson, Despair Underlies Our Misinformation Crisis: Introducing an Interactive 
Tool (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2023), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/despair-under-
lies-our-misinformation-crisis-introducing-an-interactive-tool/; Miller (2020).	

66  The Wall Street Journal, “National Multimodal Survey,” The Wall Street Journal, August 2023, https://s.wsj.net/
public/resources/documents/WSJ_Poll_Aug_2023.pdf.	

67  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Personal Consumption Expenditures: Chain-type Price Index [PCEPI],” 
FRED, accessed March 12, 2025, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PCEPI.	

68  Greg Ip, “What’s Wrong with the Economy? It’s You, Not the Data,” The Wall Street Journal, April 4, 2024, 
https://www.wsj.com/economy/consumers/whats-wrong-with-the-economy-its-you-not-the-data-cfa911e6.	

69  Anne Case and Angus Deaton, “Accounting for the Widening Mortality Gap Between American Adults with and 
without a BA,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, Fall (September 2023): 1–44, https://www.brookings.
edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Case-Deaton-session_16820-BPEA-FA23_WEB.pdf.	

70   Ryan Cummings and Ernie Tedeschi, “The Effect of Online Interviews on the University of Michigan Survey of 
Consumer Sentiment,” Briefing Book (blog), October 22, 2024, https://www.briefingbook.info/p/the-effect-of-



32WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

online-interviews-on.	
71  Cummings, Harris and Mahoney, The Paradox Between the Macroeconomy and Household Sentiment.	
72  Annamaria Lusardi, American’s Financial Capability, Working Paper 17103 (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of 

Economic Research, 2011), https://www.nber.org/papers/w17103.	
73  David Blanchflower, Alex Bryson, and Xiaowei Xu, The Declining Mental Health of the Young and the Global 

Disappearance of the Hump Shape in Age in Unhappiness, Working Paper 32337 (Cambridge MA: National 
Bureau of Economic Research, 2024), https://www.nber.org/papers/w32337.	

74  John F. Helliwell, Richard Layard, Jeffrey Sachs, (Eds.). World Happiness Report 2012, (New York, NY: UN 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2012). https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2012/; John F. Helli-
well, Richard Layard, Jeffrey Sachs, (Eds.), World Happiness Report 2018, (New York, NY: UN Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network), https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2018/.; John F. Helliwell, Richard Layard, 
Jan-Emmanuel De Neve, Lara Aknin, and Shun Wang, (Eds.). World Happiness Report 2024. (University of 
Oxford: Wellbeing Research Centre, 2024). https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2024/.	

75  David Blanchflower and Carol Graham, “The Mid-life Dip in Wellbeing: A Critique,” Social Indicators Research 
161 (2021): 287–344, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-021-02773-w	

76  Carol Graham, The Kids Are Not OK: What Can We Do About It? (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 
2024), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-kids-are-not-ok-what-can-we-do-about-it/; Rachel Wolfe, 
“What Happens When a Whole Generation Never Grows Up?” The Wall Street Journal, December 31, 2024, 
https://www.wsj.com/economy/what-happens-when-a-whole-generation-never-grows-up-d200e9ef; and 
Emily Dobson et al., Despair and Resilience in the US: Did the COVID Pandemic Worsen Mental Health Out-
comes? (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2022), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/despair-and-
resilience-in-the-us-did-the-covid-pandemic-worsen-mental-health-outcomes/	

77  David Blanchflower and Andrew Oswald, “Trends in Extreme Distress in the United States, 1993-2019,” Ameri-
can Journal of Public Health 110 (2020): 1538-1544, https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305811.	

78  Casper Kaisar and Andrew Oswald, “The Scientific Value of Numerical Measures of Human Feelings,” Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences 119, no. 42 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2210412119.	

79  Steven H. Woolf, “Increasing Mortality Rates in the U.S. but not from COVID,” JAMA 332, no. 12 (2024), 
doi:10.1001/jama.2024.13626; Anne H. Hebert, and Alison L. Hill, “Impact of opioid overdoses on US life 
expectancy and years of life lost, by demographic group and stimulant co-involvement: a mortality data 
analysis from 2019 to 2022,” The Lancet Regional Health – Americas 36 (2024), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
lana.2024.100813; D. Stone, K. Mack, and J. Qualters, “Notes from the Field: Recent Changes in Suicide 
Rates, by Race and Ethnicity and Age Group — United States, 2021,” CDC Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report, Vol. 72(6);160–162; February 10, 2023.	

80  Matt Brown et al., “Young Black and Latino men say they chose Trump because of the economy and jobs. 
Here’s how and why,” Bloomberg, November 10, 2024, https://apnews.com/article/young-black-latino-men-
trump-economy-jobs-9184ca85b1651f06fd555ab2df7982b5.	



33WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

References
Ansell, Ryan and John P. Mullins. COVID-19 Ends Longest Employment Recovery and Expansion in CES History, 

Causing Unprecedented Job Losses in 2020. United States: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021. https://
www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2021/article/covid-19-ends-longest-employment-expansion-in-ces-history.htm. 

Blanchflower, David, Alex Bryson, and Xiaowei Xu. The Declining Mental Health of the Young and the Global Disap-
pearance of the Hump Shape in Age in Unhappiness. Working Paper 32337. Cambridge MA: National Bureau 
of Economic Research, 2024. https://www.nber.org/papers/w32337.

Blanchflower, David and Andrew Oswald. “Trends in Extreme Distress in the United States, 1993-2019.” American 
Journal of Public Health 110 (2020): 1538-1544. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305811. 

Blanchflower, David and Carol Graham. “The Mid-life Dip in Wellbeing: A Critique.” Social Indicators Research 161 
(2021): 287–344. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-021-02773-w.

Boxell, Levi, Gentzkow, Matthew, and Shapiro, Jesse. Cross-Country Trends in Affective-Polarization, NBER Work-
ing Paper 26669; http://www.nber.org/papers/w26669, November 2021. 

Brookings Working Group on Despair and Economic Recovery. Addressing America’s Crisis of Despair and Eco-
nomic Recovery, a Call for a Coordinated Effort. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2021. https://
www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Addressing-Americas-crisis-despair-economic-recovery.
pdf. 

Brooks, Robin and Ben Harris. The US Recovery from COVID-19 in International Comparison. Washington, DC: The 
Brookings Institution, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-us-recovery-from-covid-19-in-interna-
tional-comparison/. 

Brown, Matt, Fernanda Figueroa, Hannah Fingerhut, and Linley Sanders. “Young Black and Latino men say they 
chose Trump because of the economy and jobs. Here’s how and why.” Associated Press, November 10, 
2024. https://apnews.com/article/young-black-latino-men-trump-economy-jobs-9184ca85b1651f06f-
d555ab2df7982b5. 

Case, Anne and Angus Deaton. “Accounting for the Widening Mortality Gap Between American Adults with and 
without a BA.” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, Fall (September 2023): 1–44. https://www.brookings.
edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Case-Deaton-session_16820-BPEA-FA23_WEB.pdf. 

Center for Disease Control. “Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 2016 Annual Survey.” Center for Disease 
Control, 2016. https://www.cdc.gov/brfss/annual_data/annual_2016.html. 

Center for Disease Control. “Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 2023 Annual Survey.” Center for Disease 
Control, 2023. https://www.cdc.gov/brfss/annual_data/annual_2023.html. 

Council of Economic Advisors. Beating the Forecasts: How the US Economy Defied Expectations. Washington, 
DC: White House, 2024. https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/written-materials/2024/09/17/beating-the-fore-
casts-how-the-us-economy-defied-expectations/. 

Council of Economic Advisors. Ten Charts That Explain the U.S. Economy in 2023. Washington, DC: White House, 
2023. https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/written-materials/2023/12/19/ten-charts-that-explain-the-u-s-econo-
my-in-2023/. 

Cummings, Ryan and Ernie Tedeschi. “The Effect of Online Interviews on the University of Michigan Survey of 
Consumer Sentiment.” Briefing Book (blog). October 22, 2024. https://www.briefingbook.info/p/the-effect-of-
online-interviews-on. 

Cummings, Ryan, Ben Harris and Neale Mahoney. The Paradox Between the Macroeconomy and Household Senti-
ment. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-paradox-be-
tween-the-macroeconomy-and-household-sentiment/. 

Decker, Ryan A. and John Haltiwanger. Surging Business Formation in the Pandemic: Causes and Consequences? 
Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2023. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/surging-business-for-



34WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

mation-in-the-pandemic-causes-and-consequences/. 
Dobson, Emily, Carol Graham, Tim Hua, and Sergio Pinto. Despair and Resilience in the US: Did the COVID Pan-

demic Worsen Mental Health Outcomes? Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2022. https://www.
brookings.edu/articles/despair-and-resilience-in-the-us-did-the-covid-pandemic-worsen-mental-health-out-
comes/. 

Duke, Brendan. Entrepreneurship, Startups, and Business Formation Are Booming Across the U.S. Washington, 
DC: Center for American Progress, 2024. https://www.americanprogress.org/article/entrepreneurship-start-
ups-and-business-formation-are-booming-across-the-u-s/. 

Escobar, “Consumer Sentiment Slides on Inflation Concerns”, Barrons, February 7, 2024; based on preliminary 
data, University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index, February 2025. 

European Commission. Public Opinion in the EU Regions. Frankfurt, Germany: European Union, 2024. https://euro-
pa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3218. 

European Commission Business and Consumer Surveys Time Series Data (Seasonally Adjusted Data, ac-
cessed October 24, 2024). https://economy-finance.ec.europa.eu/economic-forecast-and-surveys/busi-
ness-and-consumer-surveys/download-business-and-consumer-survey-data/time-series_en. 

Eurostat. “Causes of Death (t_hlth_cdeath).” Eurostat, accessed October 10, 2024. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/
web/health/database. 

Fannie Mae. “Homebuying Sentiment Hits New Survey Low.” Press release, June 7, 2024. https://www.fanniemae.
com/newsroom/fannie-mae-news/homebuying-sentiment-hits-new-survey-low. 

Furman, Jason. “The Post-Neoliberal Delusion.” Foreign Affairs. February 10, 2024. https://www.foreignaffairs.
com/united-states/post-neoliberal-delusion. 

Gillespie, Lane. Survey: 41% of Americans Say Inflation is Their Top Economic Issue for the 2024 Election. New 
York, NY: Bankrate, 2024. https://www.bankrate.com/personal-finance/2024-election-and-the-economy-sur-
vey/. 

Giovanni, Julian di, Sebnem Kalemli-Özcan, Alvaro Silva and Muhammed A. Yildirim. Pandemic-Era Inflation 
Drivers and Global Spillovers. Working Paper 31887. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 
2023. https://www.nber.org/papers/w31887.

Graham, Carol and Emily Dobson. Despair Underlies Our Misinformation Crisis: Introducing an Interactive Tool. 
Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2023. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/despair-under-
lies-our-misinformation-crisis-introducing-an-interactive-tool/. 

Graham, Carol and Sergio Pinto. “The Geography of Desperation in America: Labor Force Participation, Mobility, 
Place, and Well-Being.” Social Science & Medicine 270 (February 2021): 113612. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
socscimed.2020.113612. 

Graham, Carol and Sergio Pinto. “Unequal Hopes and Lives in the USA: Optimism, Race, Place, and Premature 
Mortality.” Journal of Population Economics 32 (April 2019): 665–733. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00148-018-
0687-y. 

Graham, Carol, Amy Liu and Isabel Shaheen O’Malley. “The Local Ingredients That Fuel Misinformation.” 
Bloomberg, April 15, 2024. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-04-15/why-some-us-coun-
ties-are-more-vulnerable-to-misinformation-despair. 

Graham, Carol. Our Twin Crises of Despair and Misinformation. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2024. 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/our-twin-crises-of-despair-and-misinformation/. 

Graham, Carol. The Kids Are Not OK: What Can We Do About It? Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2024. 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-kids-are-not-ok-what-can-we-do-about-it/. 

Goolsbee, Austin. “The Missing Data in the Inflation Debate.” New York Times, December 30, 2021. https://www.
nytimes.com/2021/12/30/opinion/inflation-economy-biden-inequality.html. 

Harmel, Robert, Hilmar Mjelde, and Lars Svåsand. “The Trumpization of the Grand Old Party.” Social Science Quar-
terly 105, no. 3 (May 2024): 403–431. https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.13345. 



35WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Harris, Ben and Aaron Sojourner. Why are Americans So Displeased with the Economy? Washington, DC: The 
Brookings Institute, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-are-americans-so-displeased-with-the-
economy/. 

Harris, Ben. “Inflation isn’t the real problem for the U.S. economy. The housing shortage is.” Los Angeles Times, 
March 8, 2024. https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2024-03-08/inflation-housing-shortage-econo-
my-cpi-fed-interest-rate.

Haver Analytics. “China: GDP: Investments (Bil. Yuan), UK: GDP: Changes in Inventories and Stocks (SA, Mil.
Pounds), Japan: GDP: Gross Domestic Capital Formation (SAAR, Bil.Yen), Gross Domestic Investment (SAAR, 
Mil.$), EU27: Gross Capital Formation (SWDA, Mil.EUR).” Accessed October 19, 2024. https://www.haver.
com.

Haver Analytics. “Gross Domestic Investment (SAAR, Mil.$), EU27: Gross Capital Formation (SWDA, Mil.EUR).” 
Accessed October 21, 2024. https://www.haver.com.

Haver Analytics. “Prices – Consumer Price Indexes.” Accessed July 15, 2024. https://www.haver.com.
Haver Analytics. “US Gross Investment, EU Gross Capital Formation, UK Gross Capital Formation, Japan Gross 

Capital Formation, China Gross Investment.” Accessed October 15, 2024. https://www.haver.com.
Hebert, Anne H. and Alison L. Hill. “Impact of opioid overdoses on US life expectancy and years of life lost, by 

demographic group and stimulant co-involvement: a mortality data analysis from 2019 to 2022.” The Lancet 
Regional Health – Americas 36 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lana.2024.100813.

Helliwell, John F., Richard Layard, and Jeffrey Sachs, eds. World Happiness Report 2012. New York, NY: UN Sus-
tainable Development Solutions Network, 2012. https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2012/.

Helliwell, John F., Richard Layard, and Jeffrey Sachs, eds. World Happiness Report 2018. New York, NY: UN Sus-
tainable Development Solutions Network, 2018. https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2018/.

Helliwell, John F., Richard Layard, Jan-Emmanuel De Neve, Lara Aknin, and Shun Wang, eds. World Happiness 
Report 2024. Oxford, UK: Wellbeing Research Centre, 2024. https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2024/.

Hobjin, Bart and David Lagakos. Inflation Inequality in the United States. Staff Report no. 173. New York, NY: Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of New York, 2003. https://www.newyorkfed.org/medialibrary/media/research/staff_re-
ports/sr173.pdf. 

IMF Fiscal Affairs Department. “Database of Country Fiscal Measures in Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
International Monetary Fund, October 2021. https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Fiscal-Poli-
cies-Database-in-Response-to-COVID-19. 

International Monetary Fund. The Great Tightening: Insights From the Recent Inflation Episode. World Economic 
Outlook. Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund, 2024. https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/
Issues/2024/10/22/world-economic-outlook-october-2024.  

Ip, Greg. “What’s Wrong with the Economy? It’s You, Not the Data.” The Wall Street Journal, April 4, 2024. https://
www.wsj.com/economy/consumers/whats-wrong-with-the-economy-its-you-not-the-data-cfa911e6. 

IPSOS. Economic Optimism Index (EOI): State of the Economy 1997 – Present. London, United Kingdom: IPSOS, 
2020. https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/economic-optimism-index-eoi-state-economy-1997-present. 

Irwin, Neil. “The Misery Index is Falling Fast.” Axios, June 26, 2023. https://www.axios.com/2023/06/26/mis-
ery-index-falling-fast. 

Jones, Jeffrey M. “2024 Election Environment Favorable to GOP.” Gallup News, September 24, 2024. https://news.
gallup.com/poll/651092/2024-election-environment-favorable-gop.aspx. 

Jones, Jeffrey M. “Americans Continue to Name Inflation as Top Financial Problem.” Gallup News, May 2, 2024. 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/644690/americans-continue-name-inflation-top-financial-problem.aspx. 

Kaisar, Casper and Andrew Oswald. “The Scientific Value of Numerical Measures of Human Feelings.” Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences 119, no. 42 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2210412119. 



36WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Khattar, Rose and Jessica Vela. Despite Global Inflation, the U.S. Economic Recovery Is Among the Strongest of 
G-7 Nations. Washington, DC: Center for American Progress, 2023. https://www.americanprogress.org/arti-
cle/despite-global-inflation-the-u-s-economic-recovery-is-among-the-strongest-of-g-7-nations/. 

Klein, Aaron. “Federal Reserve: Conflicts between Monetary Policy and Bank Regulation in Tackling Inflation.” 
Journal of Financial Crises 6, no. 2 (2024): 1–42. https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/journal-of-financial-cri-
ses/vol6/iss2/1. 

Krugman, Paul. “The Misery Index Is Back.” New York Times, September 13, 2022. https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/09/13/opinion/inflation-misery-index-economy-prices.html. 

Leonhardt, David. “A Wealthy and Unhappy Nation”, The New York Times, February 4, 2025. 
Lusardi, Annamaria. American’s Financial Capability. Working Paper 17103. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of 

Economic Research, 2011. https://www.nber.org/papers/w17103. 
Makin, Anthony J. and Allan Layton. “The Global Fiscal Response to COIVD-19: Risks and Repercussions.” Eco-

nomic Analysis and Policy 69 (March 2021): 340–349. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eap.2020.12.016. 
Meyer, Bruce D, Jeehoon Han, and James X. Sullivan. Poverty, Hardship, and Government Transfers. Working 

Paper 33052. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2023. https://www.nber.org/papers/
w33052. 

Miller, Bruce L. “Science Denial and COVID Conspiracy Theories: Potential Neurological Mechanism and Possible 
Responses.” JAMA 324, no. 22 (November 2020): 2255–2256. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2020.21332. 

Misery Index (accessed October 21, 2024). https://www.miseryindex.us.
Movahedi Nia, Zahra, Ali Ahmadi, Nicola L. Bragazzi, Woldegebriel Assefa Woldegerima, Bruce Mellado, Jian-

hong Wu, James Orbinski, Ali Asgary and Jude Dzevela Kong. “A Cross-Country Analysis of Macroeconomic 
Responses To COVID-19 Pandemic Using Twitter Sentiments.” PLoS ONE 17, no. 8 (August 2022): 1–16. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0272208.  

National Association of Realtors. Profile of Home Buyers and Sellers 2024. Chicago, IL: National Association of 
Realtors, 2024. https://www.nar.realtor/sites/default/files/2024-11/2024-profile-of-home-buyers-and-sellers-
highlights-11-04-2024_2.pdf 

Nessen, Ron. The Brooking Institution’s Arthur Okun – Father of the “Misery Index.” Washington, DC: The Brook-
ings Institution, 2008. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-brookings-institutions-arthur-okun-father-of-
the-misery-index/. 

Oberlander, Jonathan. “Polarization, Partisanship, and Health in the United States.” Journal of Health Politics, 
Policy and Law 49, no. 3 (June 2024): 329–350. https://doi.org/10.1215/03616878-11075609. 

OECD. “Causes of Morality.” OECD Data Explorer, accessed October 11, 2024. https://data-explorer.oecd.org/
vis?tm=death&pg=0&snb=26&vw=tb&df[ds]=dsDisseminateFinalDMZ&df[id]=DSD_HEALTH_STAT%40DF_
COM&df[ag]=OECD.ELS.HD&df[vs]=1.0&dq=GBR%2BUSA.A..DT_10P5HB.._T..CICDPOSN%2BCICDHARM.
CRUDE....&pd=2011%2C2021&to[TIME_PERIOD]=false. 

OECD. “General Government Deficit.” OECD, accessed October 20, 2024. https://doi.org/10.1787/77079edb-en.  
OECD. “Housing prices.” OECD, accessed October 20, 2024. https://doi.org/10.1787/63008438-en. 
OECD. “Quarterly GDP.” OECD, accessed October 20, 2024. https://doi.org/10.1787/b86d1fc8-en. 
O’Trakoun, John. “Sentiment is Sweet When You’re in the Driver’s Seat.” Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond Macro 

Minute (blog). March 26, 2024. https://www.richmondfed.org/research/national_economy/macro_min-
ute/2024/sentiment_is_sweet_20240326. 

Panday, Satyam, Debabrata Das and Soumyadip Pal. Economic Outlook U.S. Q4 2024: Growth and Rates Start 
Shifting to Neutral. Washington, DC: S&P Global, 2024. https://www.spglobal.com/ratings/en/research/arti-
cles/240924-economic-outlook-u-s-q4-2024-growth-and-rates-start-shifting-to-neutral-13258419. 

Pew Research Center. Americans More Upbeat on the Economy; Biden’s Job Rating Remains Very Low. Washing-
ton, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/01/25/americans-more-up-
beat-on-the-economy-bidens-job-rating-remains-very-low/. 



37WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

Pew Research Center. In Tied Presidential Race, Harris and Trump Have Contrasting Strengths, Weaknesses. 
Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/09/09/in-tied-
presidential-race-harris-and-trump-have-contrasting-strengths-weaknesses/. 

Pew Research Center. Public’s Positive Economic Ratings Slip; Inflation Still Widely Viewed as Major Problem. 
Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2024. https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/05/23/pub-
lics-positive-economic-ratings-slip-inflation-still-widely-viewed-as-major-problem/. 

Ravallion, Martin. Macroeconomic Misery by Levels of Income in America. Working Paper 29050. Cambridge MA: 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 2021. http://www.nber.org/papers/w29050. 

Roach, Jeffrey. How’s it Going? Depends on Who You Ask. Weekly Market Commentary. San Diego, CA: LPL Re-
search, 2024. https://www.lpl.com/research/weekly-market-commentary/weekly-market-commentary-post-
pandemic-economy-how-is-it-going-depends-who-you-ask.html. 

Santacreu, Ana Maria and Jesse LaBelle. “Global Supply Chain Disruptions and Inflation During the COVID-19 
Pandemic.” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Review Second Quarter (April 2022): 78–91. https://doi.
org/10.20955/r.104.78-91. 

Santacreu, Ana Maria and Hetin Zhu. “How Does U.S. Income Inequality Compare Worldwide?” Federal Reserve 
Bank of St. Louis On the Economy (blog). October 16, 2017. https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-econo-
my/2017/october/how-us-income-inequality-compare-worldwide. 

Smialek, Jeanna. “Why Are People So Down About the Economy? Theories Abound.” New York Times, May 30, 
2024. https://www.nytimes.com/2024/05/30/business/economy/inflation-economy-americans.html. 

Smith, Stacey Vanek. “Economic Data is Looking Good. So Why the Glum Vibes?,” Marketplace, June 25, 2024. 
https://www.marketplace.org/2024/06/25/economic-data-glum-vibes-vibe-cession-pessimism/. 

State of the Nation Project, February 2025. https://stateofnation.org/.
Stone, Chad. Economy Strong as 2023 Ended. Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2024. 

https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/4-4-24econ.pdf. 
D. Stone, K. Mack, and J. Qualters, “Notes from the Field: Recent Changes in Suicide Rates, by Race and Ethnic-

ity and Age Group — United States, 2021,” CDC Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, Vol. 72(6);160–162; 
February 10, 2023.

The Wall Street Journal. “National Multimodal Survey.” The Wall Street Journal, August 2021. https://prod-i.a.dj.
com/public/resources/documents/WSJ_Poll_LateJuly_2024.pdf. 

Trading Economics. “European Union House Price Index.” Sourced from Eurostat, accessed August 26, 2024. 
https://tradingeconomics.com/european-union/housing-index. 

Trisi, Danilo. Expiration of Pandemic Relief Led to Record Increases in Poverty and Child Poverty in 2022. Wash-
ington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2024. https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-in-
equality/expiration-of-pandemic-relief-led-to-record-increases-in-poverty. 

Torry, Harriet. “Republicans Are Feeling Good Again, Driving Up Consumer Sentiment.” The Wall Street Journal, 
November 22, 2024. https://www.wsj.com/economy/consumers/consumer-sentiment-survey-trump-econo-
my-5e4c4c58. 

University of Michigan. “Survey of Consumers: August 2023 Data Booklet.” University of Michigan, 2023. https://
data.sca.isr.umich.edu/fetchdoc.php?docid=76781.  

University of Michigan. “Survey of Consumers: Index of Consumer Sentiment and Components by Political Party.” 
University of Michigan, December 2024. https://data.sca.isr.umich.edu/fetchdoc.php?docid=77567.   

Urban Institute Housing Finance Policy Center. Housing Finance at A Glance: A Monthly Chartbook. Washing-
ton, DC: Urban Institute, 2020. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/102088/april-chart-
book-2020_0.pdf. 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Average Price: Milk, Fresh, Whole, Fortified (Cost per Gallon/3.8 Liters) in U.S. 
City Average [APU0000709112].” FRED, accessed October 23, 2024. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/
APU0000709112. 



38WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Average Price: Bread, White, Pan (Cost per Pound/453.6 Grams) in U.S. 
City Average [APU0000702111].” FRED, accessed October 23, 2024. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/
APU0000702111. 

U.S. Census Bureau. “Business Applications: Total for All NAICS in the United States [BABATOTALSAUS].” FRED, 
accessed October 23, 2024. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/BABATOTALSAUS. 

U.S. Department of the Treasury. “Statement by Benjamin Harris, Assistant Secretary for Economic Policy, for the 
Treasury Borrowing Advisory Committee.” Press release, October 31, 2022. https://home.treasury.gov/news/
press-releases/jy1062. 

U.S. Federal Housing Finance Agency. “All Transactions House Price Index for the United States.” FRED, accessed 
July 20, 2024. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/USSTHPI. 

Ward, Myah and Megan Messerly. “Republicans Suddenly Think the Economy’s Great and the Election 
Wasn’t Rigged.” Politico, November 17, 2024. https://www.politico.com/news/2024/11/17/republi-
cans-trump-win-economy-election-security-confidence-00189941. 

West, Darrell M. How Disinformation Defined the 2024 Election Narrative. Washington, DC: The Brookings In-
stitute, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-disinformation-defined-the-2024-election-narra-
tive/?b=1. 

Wolfe, Rachel. “What Happens When a Whole Generation Never Grows Up?” The Wall Street Journal, December 
31, 2024. https://www.wsj.com/economy/what-happens-when-a-whole-generation-never-grows-up-d200e9ef. 

Woolf, Steven H. “Increasing Mortality Rates in the U.S. but not from COVID.” JAMA 332, no. 12 (2024). 
doi:10.1001/jama.2024.13626.

World Bank. “Gini Index.” The World Bank Group, Accessed October 21, 2024. https://data.worldbank.org/indica-
tor/SI.POV.GINI. 

Yao, Kevin and Ellen Zhang. “China's 2023 GDP Shows Patchy Economic Recovery, Raises Case for Stimulus.” 
Reuters, January 17, 2024. https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-q4-gdp-grows-52-yy-below-market-
forecast-2024-01-17/. 

Young, Clifford, Sarah Feldman, and Bernard Mendez. “The Link Between Media Consumption and Public Opinion.” 
IPSOS. October 18, 2024. https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/link-between-media-consumption-and-public-opin-
ion.

Zhengyuan, Bo. “COVID-19: Catalyzing U.S.-China Supply Chain Realignments.” In COVID-19 and U.S.-China Re-
lations, edited by Zheng Wang, 65–87. Orange, NJ: Open Access, 2024. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
54766-9_4.



1775 Massachusetts Ave NW, 
Washington, DC 20036
(202) 797-6000
www.brookings.edu


