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We’ve all seen the 
headlines…



… But what 
happens 
beneath 
the headlines
&
beyond  the 
averages?



Three  phases of 
research:

1. Social-Media Style 
Listening Lab

   n=30

2.     Nationally Rep Survey
          n=1,499 with readable augments among Black,       
             Hispanic, LGBTQ+ and disabled Americans

3.     Ethnographies                             
            n=6

Arizona

Connecticut



According to the                                   National STRAIN 
Survey, Americans are feeling even more 
stressed than they let on… 

Source: Southpaw Insights’ nationally representative STRAIN survey. Fielded with Gazelle Global from 6/11/26-7/6/26. Base: Total, n=1,499; Disabled, n=388; Non-disabled, 
n=620; LGBTQ+, n=110; non-LGBTQ+, n=898; Parents, n=288; Non-parents, n=720 



… but PRESSURE and OPTIMISM are not 
necessarily opposites... 

Source: Southpaw Insights’ nationally representative STRAIN survey. Fielded with Gazelle Global from 6/11/26-7/6/26. 
Base: Total, n=1,499; Black only adults, n=143; white only adults, n=588



… and the pressure 
reaches much 
further up the 
income ladder than 
our traditional 
categories allow us 
to see.



We developed the STRAIN 
INDEX typing tool to further 
explore hardships.
❑ Self-describes self as struggling and/or financially stressed
❑ Cannot cover $400 easily
❑ Experiences lack of control 
❑ Agrees with statements… 

✓ “I’m one unexpected expense away from serious financial trouble.”
✓ “I spend a lot of time thinking about how to make my money stretch 

and what’s worth it.”
✓ “I’ve had to find creative or non-traditional ways to make things work.”
✓ “I rely on other people or informal arrangements to help me get by.”



AMERICAN 

STRAIN INDEX

STRAIN score is calculated by behavioral 
and attitudinal metrics…

~35%

Stable

Strain:  1-3

Managing

Strain: 4-6

~34%

Under 
pressure

Strain: 7-9

~30%
Thriving

Strain: 0 <1%



… to give us a more complete picture.

34%
Under 

Pressure

36%
Managing

1%
Thriving

30%
Stable
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Breaking 
the 
Rules



Moderating 
Rules
1. Follow the guide

2. Keep your distance

3. Don’t show your cards

4. Always tell the truth

5. Don’t participate  



Rule # 1  

Follow the 
discussion 
guide

✓Follow 
their lead



Rule #2  

Keep your 
distance

✓Share to 
solidify 
rapport



Rule # 3  

Don’t show 
your cards

✓Genuine 
interest =  
curiosity



Rule # 4  

Always tell 
the truth

✓Share the 
version that     
will open 
them up

Pic of 
Zac’s 
NSFW 
fridge



Rule # 5  

Don’t 
participate

✓Join in 
as 
appropriate



It’s not just 
about cutting 
back… 

… It’s about 
making selective 
tradeoffs



Selective tradeoffs reveal what people 
prioritize.

PAYS FOR every sport, 
every season

SPENDS  “life savings” 
on cat surgery

DONATES / tithes 10% 
of his salary



Selective 
Tradeoff #1:

Prioritizing pet 
care solidifies  
emotional 
infrastructure. 

“I would describe my finances as 
being a precipice or like at the edge 
of a waterfall.
 
If something happened,- if this guy 
needed another surgery for eating 
a plastic treat bag… 

I don't know what we would do.”

“We feed [our cats] really good, grain-
free expensive food. We worked that 
into our budget. They are part of the 
family… 

[For my food], I don’t care about the 
expiration date. I’ll shop at the discount 
grocery store and just use my eyes. But 
I can’t afford for them to get sick. They 
can’t tell me how they feel. Me, I can 
handle it.”

8
Under 

Pressure



Selective 
Tradeoff #2:

Youth sport investment
translates to safety.

“We don't have the money to do a whole lot of other stuff, 
but… we'll pay that fee every season… every sport, whatever 
they want to do…

I’m going to make sure it happens. I’m raising Black 
children.

I want to keep them busy and doing something positive. 
They've been in Little League since they were 5… I do not 
want them out here a statistic. I do not want them being 
looked at as up to no good.”

Bianca, 
45 



Selective 
Tradeoff #3:

Giving brings sense of  
discipline and 
commitment.

“All my resources that I have, all my money, it's 
not mine. God has given it to me, and so it's only 
right that I give it back…

Ten percent of my salary goes to the church or to a 
friend if they need it. I’m frugal. I’m going to run my 
car to the ground. I live with a roommate from the 
internet. I’m not going to eat out. It’s all discipline.”

Ken, 
29

4
Managing



Household income…

…is NOT a proxy for 
capacity.



Building a new framework got us a little bit 
closer… 

34%
Under 

Pressure

36%
Managing

1%
Thriving

30%
Stable 34%
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Being included in data 
doesn’t mean being seen.

WHAT ARE WE STILL NOT SEEING?

The "average" can still hide 
people’s reality.



Thank you to our valued 
partners:

SEPTEMBER 15, 2026



Thank you! 
Q & A
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