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Preview of Our Conversation:
Three Key Questions

1. What political-economy issue is President Trump speaking to?
• Let’s answer this with a bit of history, centered around productivity and its distribution.

2. What are the likely implications of the president’s economic policies?
• Let’s answer this with a bit of data, academic research, and story-telling.

 

3. What other policies might the United States pursue? 
• Let’s answer this by thinking about leaders who articulate compelling visions.

Note: I am an independent economist-dean Tigger.
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Question #1:
What political-economy issue is 

President Trump speaking to?
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The American Dream
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Source: James Truslow Adams, Epic of America, 1931
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This Is the Key Challenge All U.S. Leaders Are Grappling With:
The Fading (Disappeared?) American Dream

USA, 1990  Confident: 50%  Not Confident: 45%

USA, 2000  Confident: 49%  Not Confident: 42%

USA, 2009  Confident: 31%  Not Confident: 57%

USA, 2023  Confident: 21%  Not Confident: 78%

  

Do you feel confident or not confident
that life for our children's generation

will be better than it has been for us? (WSJ/NORC)
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The Young Believe This Fading More Than We Do 

Tuck LGE MBAs, 2014  A: 50%  B: 50%
Tuck LGE MBAs, 2024  A: 30%  B: 70%

Which of the following statements comes closer to your view?

Statement A: The United States is a country where anyone,
regardless of their background, can work hard, succeed,

and be comfortable financially.

Statement B: The widening gap between the incomes of the wealthy 
and everyone else is undermining the idea that every American has the 

opportunity to move up to a better standard of living.



And America’s Fading Optimism Is Mirrored around the World
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Source: 2023 Edelman Trust Barometer Global Report



What economic forces have 
contributed to the fading 

American Dream?
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One Main Force Explaining the Fading American Dream:
Slow U.S. Productivity Growth 42 of the Past 52 Years
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Source: Slaughter and Wessel, “Productivity Is Everything,”  Foreign Affairs, March/April 2025



A Second Main Force Explaining the Fading American Dream:
Rising Inequality of (That Slower Growth in Productivity and) Incomes

• Change in U.S. mean real total money earnings, by educational group, 
2000 through 2016.

    Group  Employment Share    Earnings Change

  HS or Less  37.6%   -0.7%

  Some College  27.0%     -7.2%

  College Grad.     22.0%     -4.3%

  Masters        9.9%     -5.5%

  MD,JD,MBA    1.5%   +2.9%

  PhD     2.0%   +4.3%

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Source: Chetty, et al (2017)

One Important Manifestation of the Fading American Dream:
American Children Are Decreasingly Likely to Earn More Than Their Parents



One Important Manifestation of the Fading American Dream:
Rising Inequality of Wealth across Americans
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Source: Inauguration Speech of President Trump, January 20, 2017

Donald Trump Aspires—at Least in Part, Regardless of Other Goals—
to Rebuild the American Dream



Donald Trump Aspires—at Least in Part, Regardless of Other Goals—
to Rebuild the American Dream
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Source: Inauguration Speech of President Trump, January 20, 2017
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Source: Inauguration Speech of President Trump, January 20, 2025

Donald Trump Aspires—at Least in Part, Regardless of Other Goals—
to Rebuild the American Dream



Question #2:
What are the likely implications 

of the president’s policies?
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”Liberation Day” Tariffs Aspire to Take U.S. Trade Policy
Back Generations and Thereby Boost the U.S. Economy
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But the Net Effect of Rising U.S. Trade Protection
Is Likely to Lower U.S. Output, Not Raise It
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And the Net Effect of Rising U.S. Trade Protection
Is Likely to Widen Income Inequality, Not Narrow It
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The Net Effect of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act
Is Likely to Raise and then Lower U.S. Output (Relative to No Act)
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And the Net Effect of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act
Is Likely to Widen Income Inequality, Not Narrow It (Relative to No Act)
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Here Is the Bracing U.S. Fiscal Context We Collectively Have Created
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Source: Congressional Budget Office, The Budget and Economic Outlook: 2025 to 2035



Is This the Fiscal Future We Really Want to Bequeath?
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Source: Congressional Budget Office, The Budget and Economic Outlook: 2025 to 2035



P.S. The Big Unknown That Is Largely Independent of All This:
Is Artificial Intelligence Heralding a Productivity Boom? 
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Source: Medium



Question #2 expanded:
What are the likely implications 

of the president’s policies 
combined with all else?

25



A Clear Initial Implication:
Historic Policy Uncertainty Facing Almost Everyone
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Source: Haskel and Slaughter, “America’s Brexit Phase,”  Foreign Affairs, June 10 2025



Tigger Headline 7/30/28
Productivity is surging, 
trade wars have ended, 
inflation is quiescent, 
and bipartisan comity is 
all around D.C.: How 
America pulled off its 
Immaculate Restoration.
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Piglet Headline 7/30/28
NBER declares double-
dip recession amidst 
inflation stuck at 5% 
because of U.S. trade 
skirmishes continuing 
and a stuck Washington.
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Eeyore Headline 7/30/28
In wake of ban on GAI from 
Protect American Workers 
Act and new 50% baseline 
U.S. tariff, inflation hits 10% 
and S&P500 tumbles to 
3,000: “What Happened,” 
Senate Hearing Demands 
of Fed Chair Dimon.
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Question #3:
What other policies might       
the United States pursue?
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Who Will Voice the Most Catalyzing Leadership Vision at This Time?
Who Hit the Podium in This Competition in the 20th Century? 



President Xi Has Articulated a Clear Vision for the 21st Century.
Will His Leadership Story Manage to Deliver the “Chinese Dream”?
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Who Will Voice the Most Catalyzing Leadership Vision for America?
Here are Some Democrats Vying To Do So
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Who Will Voice the Most Catalyzing Leadership Vision for America?
Here are Some Republicans Vying To Do So
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Source: Scheve and Slaughter, “How to Save Globalization: Rebuilding America’s Ladder of Opportunity,”

Foreign Affairs, November/December 2018

Here Is How I Believe We Can Best Rebuild the American Dream:
By Rebuilding the Country’s Ladder of Opportunity



Thanks very much.
I look forward to your questions.
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