
 

Talking to Americans reveals the diversity
behind the shared opinion 'the country is on
the wrong track'
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If you pay any attention to politics and polling, you have likely heard that
your friends and neighbors are not very happy with the direction of the
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country. You might not be, either.

One ABC News/Ipsos survey in November 2023 showed three-quarters
of Americans believed the country was on the "wrong track." Only 23%
believed it was headed in the "right direction."

And the survey was not an outlier. Poll after poll shows a sizable
majority of the nation's residents disapprove of its course.

Have Americans—long seen as upbeat, can-do optimists—really grown
dour about the state of the nation and where it's headed?

The answer, we think, is yes and no. Or, to be more direct, as the
researchers who run the American Communities Project, which explores
the differences in 15 different types of community in the United States,
we believe the surveys are asking a question with no real meaning in the
United States in 2024—a question that may have outlived its usefulness.

An 'astonishing finding'

"Do you feel things in the country are generally going in the right
direction, or do you feel things have gotten off on the wrong track?"

That question or one very much like it is well known to anyone who has
glanced at a poll story or studied the data of a survey in the past 50 years.

These public opinion surveys, often sponsored by news organizations,
seek to understand where the public stands on the key issues of the day.
In essence, they tell the public about itself. Political parties and
candidates often conduct their own surveys with a version of the "right
direction/wrong track" question to better understand their constituencies
and potential voters.

2/6
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The American Communities Project, based at Michigan State
University, uses demographic and socioeconomic measures to break the
nation's 3,100 counties into 15 different types of
communities—everything from what we label as "big cities" to "aging
farmlands." In our work with the project, we've found a strong reason to
be skeptical of the "right direction/wrong track" question. Simply put,
the divisions in the country have rendered the question obsolete.

In 2023, we worked with Ipsos to survey more than 5,000 people across
the country in all those community types. We asked the survey
participants what issues they were concerned about locally and
nationally. How did they feel about the Second Amendment? About
gender identity? About institutional racism? We found a lot of
disagreement on those and other controversial issues.

But there were also a few areas of agreement. One of the big ones: In
every community we surveyed, at least 70% said the country was on the
"wrong track." And that is an astonishing finding.

Agreement for different reasons

Why was that response so surprising?

The community types we study are radically different from each other.
Some are urban and some are rural. Some are full of people with
bachelor's degrees, while others have few. Racially and ethnically, some
look like America as it is projected to be in 30
years—multicultural—and some look like the nation did 50 years ago,
very white and non-Hispanic. Some of the communities voted for
President Joe Biden by landslide numbers in 2020, while others did the
same for Donald Trump.

Given those differences, how could they be in such a high level of
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agreement on the direction of the country?

To answer that question, we visited two counties in New York state in
January that are 3½ hours and several worlds away from each other: New
York County, which is labeled a "big city" in our typology and
encompasses Manhattan, and Chenango County, labeled "rural middle
America" in our work, located in the south-central part of the state.

In 2020, Biden won 86% of the vote in big metropolitan Manhattan, and
Trump won 60% in aging, rural Chenango.

When we visited those two counties, we heard a lot of talk of America's
"wrong track" in both places from almost everyone. More important, we
heard huge differences in "why" the country was on the wrong track.

"If something don't change in the next election, we're going to be done.
We're going to be a socialist country. They're trying to tell you what you
can do and can't do. That's dictatorship, isn't it? Isn't this a free
country?" said James Stone, 75, in Chenango County.

Also in Chenango County, Leon Lamb, 69, is concerned about the next
generation.

"I'm worried about them training the kids in school," he said. "You got
kids today who don't even want to work. They get free handouts … I
worked when I was a kid … I couldn't wait to get out of the house. I
wanted to be on my own."

In New York City, meanwhile, Emily Boggs, 34, a theater artist,
bartender and swim instructor, sees things differently as she struggles to
make ends meet.

"We've been pitched since we were young, that like, America is the best
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https://www.americancommunities.org/voices-in-urban-and-rural-new-york-shed-light-on-americas-crossroads/


 

country in the world. Everyone wants to be here, you're free, and you
can do whatever you want," Boggs said. "And it's like, well, if you have
the money … I've got major issues with millionaires and billionaires not
having to pay their full share of taxes, just billionaires existing … It's the
inequality."

A lifelong New York City resident, Harvey Leibovitz, 89, told us: "The
country is on the wrong direction completely. But it's based upon a very
extreme but significant minority that has no regard to democracy, and
basically, in my opinion, is racist and worried about the color of the
population."

Opposite views in same answer

To be clear, we are not saying that asking people about the direction of
the country is completely worthless. There may be some value in
chronicling Americans' unhappiness with the state of their country, but
as a stand-alone question, "right direction/wrong track" is not very
helpful. It's the beginning of a conversation, not a meaningful measure.

It turns out that one person's idea about the country being on the wrong
track may be completely the opposite of another person's version of
America's wrong direction.

It's easy to grasp the appeal of one broad question aimed at summarizing
people's thoughts. But in a complicated and deeply fragmented country,
a more nuanced view of the public's perceptions of the nation would
help Americans understand more about themselves and their country.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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