MEASURE OF AMERICA
of the Social Science Research Council

GEOGRAPHIES OF

OPPORTUNITY
Ranking Well-Being
by Congressional District

SARAH BURD-SHARPS and KRISTEN LEWIS
Patrick Nolan Guyer | CHIEF STATISTICIAN
Bob Land | EDITOR
Alex Powers | RESEARCHER
Rebecca Rasch | STATISTICAL ANALYST & CARTOGRAPHER

The
MEASURE
OF AMERICA
Series

Diana Tung | REPORT DESIGNER
DOWNLOAD THIS REPORT: WWW.MEASUREOFAMERICA.ORG/Congressional-districts-2015

Agenda for Action

What will it take to improve the American Human Development Index
scores for the country as a whole? And what can be done to boost the
scores of the congressional districts lagging behind in areas fundamental
for a secure and rewarding life in the twenty-first century?
People of goodwill can answer these questions in very different ways,
depending largely on what they think caused the startling inequality
between congressional districts in the first place. Some observers give
greater weight to the choices and behaviors of individuals; others think
that our political and economic systems create express lanes for some
groups of Americans and dead-ends for others. Some privilege economic
explanations like globalization and the decline in U.S. manufacturing,
while others point to the revolutionary social changes of the last decades,
such as the decline in marriage and the rise in single parenthood. These
contrasting understandings of why such divergent outcomes have come
to pass too often lead to shouting matches and stalemates. Yet in truth,
our individual choices and the institutions around us, as well as how they
interact, are important in determining how our lives unfold. In addition,
regardless of their position on the political spectrum, most Americans
would agree that the areas the American Human Development Index
measures are fundamental to people’s quality of life, opportunities, and
even happiness.
The criteria we used in developing the recommendations below was thus
straightforward: Which areas hold the greatest promise for increasing
American HD Index scores, both for the country as a whole and for the
districts at the bottom of the scale? For health, what are the chief issues
we must tackle for Americans to live longer lives? For education, what
will it take for more American young people not just to enroll in school
but also to complete, at a bare minimum, high school, and ideally a
postsecondary degree as well? And how can we boost earnings—not
for the 1 percent, who have captured the lion’s share of gains from the
postrecession recovery—but for those in the middle, whose wages have
gone nowhere for five decades, and those at the bottom, many of whom
lost their already tenuous grip on economic security during the Great
Recession.

Which areas hold the
greatest promise for
increasing American
HD Index scores,
both for the country
as a whole and for
the districts at the
bottom of the scale?
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A Long and Healthy Life
The proxy for a long and healthy life in the American Human
Development Index is life expectancy at birth. The surest route to
addressing critical health threats and improving longevity is expanding
our attention beyond a singular focus on health coverage and medical
solutions to encompass a broad range of factors that shape people’s
living environments and everyday decisions. One concrete action we
can take is to tackle the “fatal four” health risks that are the biggest
contributors to preventable death in the United States today—smoking,
poor diet, physical inactivity, and excessive drinking.
For the country as a whole to make life expectancy progress, smoking
must be our number-one target. Many readers may find this
recommendation surprising given the tremendous progress the country
as a whole has made over the last fifty years: the smoking rate today
is less than half what it was in 1965. Yet an astonishing one in five
Americans still smoke. Even among people in the 18- to 24-year-old
age bracket, who grew up knowing smoking’s risks, the smoking rate
is 19 percent.38 Smoking causes 25 percent of all deaths among women
and men between the ages of 35 and 69 in the United States,39 and an
alarming one in five deaths overall.40 No other preventable cause of
premature death even comes close to the destructive power of cigarette
smoking. And smoking is a particular concern in the congressional
districts that fall to the bottom of the health scale. West Virginia,
Kentucky, Arkansas, Mississippi, Tennessee, Oklahoma, and Louisiana
have the highest smoking rates in the country (24 percent to 27 percent),
and these seven states are home to half the districts in the bottom twenty
in terms of life expectancy.41

Even among people
in the 18- to 24-yearold age bracket, who
grew up knowing
smoking’s risks, the
smoking rate is 19
percent.

Nearly all smokers pick up the highly addictive habit in their teens, so
joined-up efforts by peers, parents, schools, and policymakers to stop
kids from ever starting should be our main focus. Schools and public
officials should look critically at what research evidence shows actually
works in changing teen behavior. Teens are very sensitive to price,
so increasing the cost of cigarettes through taxes has been shown to
be tremendously effective in reducing teen smoking rates, especially
when neighboring places have similar taxes. Prohibiting cigarette
advertising has likewise proven effective, and more vigorous regulation
and enforcement around e-cigarettes, which evidence suggests can
be a gateway to regular cigarettes for young people, offers promise. In
addition, helping people quit can pay huge dividends; quitting smoking by
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age 40 gives back nine years of life expectancy, and quitting between the
ages of 45 and 54 years, six years.42 Other proven strategies are banning
smoking in public places, public education efforts like the 2012 Tips from
Former Smokers campaign, and access to insurance coverage to help
smokers quit.43
Poor diet and physical inactivity, which together contribute to obesity,
high blood pressure, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, cancer, and
stroke, are two other very clear priorities for longer lives. These national
challenges are particularly pronounced in the districts with the lowest
life expectancies; a majority of the twenty bottom-ranking districts are
in the nine states with the highest overweight and obesity rates.44 These
challenges are also greater among people with low education levels and
people living in poverty, who tend to experience high levels of stress, to
have less control over their time, and to live in environments that do not
support good health outcomes.

Poor diet and
physical inactivity are
national challenges
that are particularly
pronounced in
the districts with
the lowest life
expectancies.

Society as a whole does little to help people trying to make better choices
in this area. Stigma toward the overweight has been called America’s
“last acceptable prejudice,”45 and feeling stigmatized and judged simply
does not motivate people to exercise more or eat differently. In addition,
most Americans work in fairly sedentary jobs, live in car-centric
“obesogenic” environments where junk food and sugary drinks are
constantly available, and find themselves bombarded by food advertising
at every turn. Fortunately, a number of public health actions are proving
successful in helping make the healthier choice an easier choice. They
include greater regulation of food advertising, nutritional information,
and serving sizes; more effective public information campaigns; healthier
food choices in schools and workplaces; and greater investment by
municipalities in recreation facilities, walkable neighborhoods (with
sidewalks, safe street crossings, and streetlights), bike paths, and
farmers’ markets.
Drinking to excess also contributes to obesity, high blood pressure, some
cancers, and liver disease, and it is often an underlying factor in trauma
deaths: car crashes and other forms of unintentional injury, homicide,
and suicide. Helping people recognize and address problem drinking is
an important priority.
For some populations, death by firearm is a “fatal fifth,” and completely
preventable, contributor to premature death. Of the twenty bottomranking health districts, thirteen are in the ten states with the highest
rates of gun deaths.46 The problem is most serious for African Americans,
who die by firearms at twice the rate of whites in the country as a whole.47
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Only four districts outside the South have life expectancies of less than 76
years, and gun violence may play a role. All are located in the states with
the second (Michigan), third (Missouri), and ninth (Pennsylvania) highest
rates of firearm deaths for blacks.48

Access to Knowledge

The proxies for access to knowledge are school enrollment for all
children and young adults ages 3 to 24 years and the highest degree
attained for adults ages 25 years and older. Thus, increasing the
Index score requires boosting the share of young people in school and
increasing the level of educational attainment for adults.
Education matters for better jobs and bigger paychecks; the economic
returns to education are discussed below. But education’s payoff can
be measured in much more than dollars. People with higher levels of
education have better health and longer lives than people with less
education: they smoke less, exercise more, eat healthier diets, are better
informed about health topics, are more likely to comply with doctors’
instructions, and have a wider range of effective coping strategies for
dealing with stress.49 People with higher levels of education also have
more stable relationships and higher levels of positive civic engagement;
for instance, they are more likely to marry and less likely to divorce,50 less
likely to have a child outside marriage,51 more likely to vote,52 and less
likely to go to jail.53

Education’s payoff
can be measured
in much more than
dollars.

Educational investments at every age level are important, but efforts
to boost school enrollment should start with our youngest children. By
helping very young children, particularly those from low-income families,
develop social and emotional skills and expand their vocabularies, highquality preschool programs build capacities for success in school and
life.54 Fortunately, recent years have seen a growing consensus among
not just educational experts but also policymakers and the public that
investing in our youngest children makes sense, and the majority of
states now have some form of publicly financed preschool. Yet we as
a country still have far to go; only 46 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds are
enrolled in preschool. Particularly concerted efforts must be made in
the states and districts that fall behind. In Idaho and Nevada, fewer than
one-third of 3- and 4-year-olds are enrolled in preschool; in Arizona,
Indiana, Montana, New Mexico, North Dakota, South Dakota, Tennessee,
Washington, and West Virginia, fewer than four in ten young children are.
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For states like California, which has a preschool enrollment rate slightly
higher than the national average but nonetheless has four districts where
only one-third of 3- and 4-year-olds are enrolled, targeted action at the
county level is called for. Texas, too, has four districts where fewer than
one-third of eligible children are enrolled; in addition, the state preschool
enrollment rate is an unimpressive 40.8 percent.
Keeping teens in high school until they complete their diploma is a
priority for both the school enrollment and educational attainment
metrics in the Index. A large and growing body of research has
identified why some high school students drop out of high school—
often for nonacademic reasons like familial instability or traumatic
experiences55—as well as the early-warning red flags that begin to go
up as early as middle school, such as grade repetition and frequent
absences. Schools, but also other institutions like municipal and county
social services agencies, need to act on these warning signs in concert
to identify vulnerable young people and help them complete high school
and navigate the transition to an independent, productive adulthood.
For populations at risk of dropping out, addressing out-of-school
challenges, improving early-warning systems and acting on problems
before they snowball, cultivating supportive relationships between
students and school staff, and making high school instruction better and
more obviously relevant—for instance, through high school courses and
apprenticeship programs tied more explicitly to workplace needs and
postsecondary certificate programs—all offer promise.56
Creating more robust pathways to higher education and, perhaps even
more importantly, supporting young people in completing their degrees,
are priorities. College is simply too expensive for many low-income young
people, especially when they have to direct a share of their available
college funds to noncredit remedial courses to make up for inadequate
high school educations. Community colleges, which offer a range
of applied technical certificate programs as well as opportunities to
transfer to bachelor’s degree programs, all at a comparatively low cost,
offer promise as a route to a stable adult career. Policymakers are paying
renewed attention to community colleges, but much greater emphasis
needs to be placed on helping students actually complete their degrees
for this promise to be realized. Only four in ten students who start their
postsecondary educations at community colleges earn their associate or
bachelor’s degrees within six years.57

Creating more
robust pathways to
higher education and
supporting young
people in completing
their degrees are
human development
priorities.
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A Decent Standard of Living

Improving the Income Index score requires that people’s wages rise
alongside economic growth. The last half-century has seen little
progress on that score: since 1967, U.S. GDP has gone up 261 percent,
but the income of the typical U.S. household has gone up only 19 percent
in inflation-adjusted dollars (see F I G U R E 6 ).
FIGURE 6

Comparing GDP to Household Income since 1967
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau Historical Income Table H-10. Age of Householder: All Races by Median and Mean Income
1967 to 2013 and Bureau of Economic Analysis, National Income and Product Accounts, Table 1.1.6. Real GDP Chained
Dollars. Figures are inflation-adjusted 2013 dollars.

The tried-and-true approach for increasing prosperity is for society
and people themselves to invest heavily in education. This route has
certainly paid handsome rewards for those at the top of the income scale,
who typically hold bachelor’s and graduate degrees. For people living
in congressional districts that are part of economically thriving metro
areas where demand for skilled labor is high, more education continues
to be a sound strategy for bigger paychecks. In such areas, creating
new pathways to economic security for those without four-year degrees
requires partnerships between industry, high schools, community
colleges, and the government to provide in-demand skills training via
certificate and degree programs and expanded apprenticeship programs.
In many districts, however, such as those in the lagging East South
Central region and parts of the rural South Atlantic region, both the
supply of and demand for skilled workers for the knowledge economy
are low. A long-term strategy to invest in developing a skilled workforce
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while simultaneously seeking to attract employers with jobs that offer
secure livelihoods could change the economic landscape and thus have
a profound impact on human development for generations to come. In
the short term, however, the potential economic payoff to increased
education is smaller than in the more diverse and dynamic labor markets
of leading metro areas. Thus, education is only part of the solution to
higher earnings.
Another part is to directly tackle wages themselves. Minimum-wage
workers need a raise—and the good news is that the fast-food workers’
Fight for Fifteen campaign and other successful efforts are bringing
the issue of raising the wage floor forcefully to the top of the economic
agenda. They are also getting results, not just in the fast-food sector
but in retail more broadly; several large retail chains have recently
announced wage increases for their lowest-paid workers. But the story
does not end here. Only 4.3 percent of workers earn the federal minimum
wage;58 addressing low wages more broadly is also critical. Median
salaries in six out of the ten most common occupational categories in the
United States are lower than the poverty threshold for a family of four.

Only 4.3 percent of
workers earn the
federal minimum
wage, so addressing
low wages more
broadly is critical.

Only one of these occupations—registered nurse—offers a median salary
considerably higher than the salary of the typical worker. Most of the
rest—retail salespeople, fast-food workers, laborers, cashiers, cleaners,
and people who wait tables—are at the bottom of the U.S. wage scale.
The pay of low-wage workers in these and other jobs is not a marginal
concern, affecting only a small number of Americans; in 222 U.S.
congressional districts, median personal earnings fall between $20,000
and $30,000 per year.

TA B L E 8

Ten Most Common Occupations

STANDARD OCCUPATIONAL TYPE

TOTAL NUMBER
OF WORKERS

U.S.
WORKFORCE
(%)

MEDIAN
ANNUAL WAGES
(2013 DOLLARS)

1

Retail Salesperson

4,485,180

3.4

21,140

2

Secretary and Administrative Assistant

3,647,870

2.8

35,660

3

Fast Food and Counter Worker

3,474,600

2.6

18,370

4

Hand Laborers and Material Mover

3,374,770

2.5

22,940

5

Cashier

3,363,530

2.5

18,970

6

Building Cleaning Worker

3,035,070

2.3

21,710

7

Office Clerk

2,832,010

2.1

28,050

8

Driver/Sales Worker and Truck Driver

2,758,700

2.1

34,770

9

Registered Nurse

2,661,890

2.0

66,220

Waiter/Waitress

2,403,960

1.8

18,590

10

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics, Broad
Occupational Categories, May 2013. This includes full- and part-time workers.
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One area the push for higher wages has bypassed is the agricultural
sector. Two of the lowest-earning U.S. districts are in California’s Central
Valley, the country’s leading agricultural region. The crop workers who
plant, cultivate, and harvest the region’s bounty of fruits and vegetables
are literally feeding America—yet they struggle to put food on the table
for their own families. The state’s crop workers, over 90 percent of whom
are Mexican immigrants, typically earn between $15,000 and $17,500 per
year.59

One area the push
for higher wages
has bypassed is the
agricultural sector.

So what are other actions necessary to build the capabilities of and
expand the opportunities of workers toward the bottom of the wage
scale? Helping people exit low-paying jobs for more secure livelihoods
is an important strategy for boosting wages. But, as discussed above,
not everyone will be able to choose this path. Plenty of people live in
areas where low-wage service-sector jobs predominate, and nationwide
the number of jobs at both ends of the pay spectrum is increasing, but
middle-class, middle-wage jobs are not. In fact, legions of such jobs
were lost in the Great Recession, and they haven’t returned to the labor
market. In addition, some people don’t have the aptitude for or interest
in higher education, or attended schools that did not prepare them to
succeed in higher education. Thus, as important as preparing people
for high-skills jobs is ensuring that all jobs, including those that don’t
require bachelor’s degrees, are good jobs. Good jobs pay living wages,
provide predictable and sufficient work hours, and offer fundamental
benefits like paid sick leave, paid parental leave, and health insurance.
When families earn too little to make ends meet, a host of well-being
outcomes suffer. The impact on children is particularly pronounced:
research shows that deep poverty in early childhood has both immediate
and lifelong adverse effects.60 Two pathways for greater economic
security for all American families are thus critical: helping more people
bypass or exit low-paying sectors by getting more education, and
ensuring that all jobs pay wages that afford workers the dignity of selfsufficiency and the peace of mind of economic security.
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