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ABSTRACT 
This study examines the association between inequality of place and adult outcomes in the 
United States, with a specific focus on social mobility. Using U.S. Census Bureau data as well as 
anonymous federal tax return data for over 20 million Americans, we examined the relationship 
between county of origin characteristics and adult outcomes for low-income men raised there. 
These outcomes included not only social mobility, but also college graduation, household 
income, incarceration, and marriage. We focused on low-income men (born between 1978-
1983, raised in households at the 25th income percentile, and tracked into their mid-thirties) for 
this analysis in order to see the differences in difficulty in achieving success coming from a low-
income household across different U.S. states. All of the origin county characteristics examined 
(college graduation rate, median household income, job growth rate, percentage population 
Black, poverty rate, single parenthood rate, and social capital) were associated with low-income 
men’s adult outcomes. When ranking U.S. states, we found very different chances for upward 
mobility for low-income men across the country, with about a quarter reaching the top 20 
percent in household income in high-opportunity North Dakota, but only 4 percent achieving 
such mobility in South Carolina. Our analysis showed that the seven aforementioned county 
characteristics were much more advantageous in North Dakota compared to South Carolina, 
which plausibly helps explain some of the differences in opportunity between these states. 
Additionally, anonymous qualitative data from phone interviews we conducted with five county 
council members from some of the South Carolina counties that struggled the most in our 
analysis (bottom ten in upward mobility) reinforced these quantitative findings.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Much attention has been paid to various inequalities in the U.S. in recent years. The top 

10 percent of Americans, for instance, owns almost three-quarters (73%) of all wealth and 
earns nearly half (47%) of all income (WID 2020). Relative to other wealthy countries, this level 
of inequality is very high: the post-tax/transfer Gini coefficient in the U.S. (0.39) puts it near the  
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very top among OECD countries (OECD 2020). Despite significant progress since the 1960s,  
African American households still earn only around 60 percent of what White households earn, 
and own only about ten percent of the wealth (Pew Research Center 2016; Ingraham 2019; 
McIntosh et. al. 2020). And despite significant progress on gender equality over this same time 
period, full-time female workers still earn only around 80 percent of what their male 
counterparts are paid (Blau and Kahn 2017; Graf et. al. 2017; Gould 2019; Eppard and Blau 
2020).  

Increasingly, another form of inequality has received significant attention in recent 
years: inequality of place, or the manner in which the neighborhoods, communities, and 
regions where Americans are raised (which we refer to as “residential conditions” and 
“residential contexts” in this article)1 impact their life chances. This research has focused on 
how the “American system of stratification is organized, in part, along spatial lines” and how 
“the spatial dimension of American inequality plays an important role in the maintenance and 
reproduction of inequality across multiple dimensions” (Sharkey and Faber 2014:572). 

Attention to the impact of place has only intensified as American communities have 
become more unequal in recent years. As Putnam explains, growing inequality of place 
threatens equality of opportunity, one of Americans’ most cherished values:  

 
“growing class segregation across neighborhoods, schools, marriages (and 
probably also civic associations, workplaces, and friendship circles) means that 
rich Americans and poor Americans are living, learning, and raising children in 
increasingly separate and unequal worlds, removing the stepping-stones to 
upward mobility” (2015:41). 
 
Bischoff and Reardon’s (2014) work clearly illustrates this trend, demonstrating that the 

proportion of American families living in poor or affluent neighborhoods rose significantly over 
the last four decades, hollowing out the proportion of families living in middle-income 
neighborhoods.  
 There are a variety of reasons to be alarmed by this growing inequality of place. One 
important reason is because where we live is impacted in powerful ways by choices made by 
others and forces larger than the individual, or the “lottery of birth”:  
 

“We do not choose to exist. We do not choose the environment we will grow up 
in. We do not choose to be born Hindu, Christian or Muslim, into a war-zone or 
peaceful middle-class suburb, into starvation or luxury. We do not choose our 
parents, nor whether they’ll be happy or miserable, knowledgeable or ignorant, 
healthy or sickly, attentive or neglectful. The knowledge we possess, the beliefs 
we hold, the tastes we develop, the traditions we adopt, the opportunities we 
enjoy, the work we do—the very lives we lead. . . This is the lottery of birth” 
(Martinez 2016:3). 

 

 
1 The term “residential contexts” comes from Sharkey and Faber (2014), which they use to refer to neighborhoods 
and communities where American children are raised.  
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Growing up in neighborhoods and communities burdened with concentrated 
disadvantage negatively impacts children’s well-being, development, and life chances in 
powerful ways, which is clearly unjust. In this paper, we explore what it means to “hit the 
lottery” and grow up in high-opportunity areas versus growing up in low-opportunity areas.  

We accomplish this by first calculating the origin county characteristics most strongly 
correlated with key adult outcomes—not only upward mobility, but also college graduation, 
household income, incarceration, and marriage—for low-income men raised there. We then 
rank American states according to their county upward mobility rates for low-income men. 
Then, we analyze the highest- and lowest-opportunity states for differences in the origin county 
characteristics we have identified. Finally, we speak to county council members in the state 
which struggles the most in our analysis to get a better understanding of what is happening on 
the ground.  

 

BACKGROUND 
Residential contexts play a powerful role in shaping the opportunities to succeed that 

are available to American children, as well as the risks that they are confronted with, risks 
which may derail that success. As Putnam notes, “researchers have steadily piled up evidence 
of how important social context, social institutions, and social networks—in short, our 
communities—remain for our well-being and our kids’ opportunities” (2015:206).  

There is a long list of features of residential conditions which are important to consider, 
including (but not limited to) the socioeconomic profile of the area, degree of economic/racial 
segregation and/or inequality, the presence and quality of neighborhood/community 
institutions (such as schools, childcare providers, healthcare providers, churches, police, social 
service providers, parks, civic associations, etc.), the stability of the neighborhood population, 
available peer networks, adult supervision/role models in the area,2 social cohesion (like trust, 
collective efficacy, social support, social connectedness, shared norms and expectations, formal 
and informal social control, etc.), presence of violence and/or gangs, the leadership and 
political power of particular neighborhoods, exposure to pollution and other environmental 
burdens (such as noise from car/plane/train traffic), predominant family structures, local 
marriage and labor markets, characteristics of nearby neighborhoods, rates of 
foreclosures/vacancies/ evictions, perceptions of neighborhood order/disorder (such as 
garbage, vacant lots, rundown buildings, etc.),3 housing density, and other characteristics.  

 
2 Sampson explains that, “Seemingly banal acts such as the collective supervision of children and adult mentorship 
add up to make a difference” (2019:12). 
3 As Sackett explains, “strong evidence indicates that shared perceptions of past disorder (that is, what people 
thought about a neighborhood years ago) are a better predictor of homicides in neighborhoods than are present 
levels of physical disorder” (2016). He goes on to discuss vacant lots and foreclosures, noting that, “Vacancies and 
evictions can also lead to violent crime by destabilizing communities and creating venues for crime. A study of 
Pittsburgh found that violent crime increased by 19 percent within 250 feet of a newly vacant foreclosed home 
and that the crime rate increased the longer the property remained vacant. In 2016’s Evicted, Desmond notes that 
Milwaukee neighborhoods in the mid-2000s with high eviction rates had higher violent crime rates the following 
year after controlling for factors including past crime rates. Desmond suggests that eviction affects crime by 
frustrating the relationship among neighbors and preventing the development of community efficacy that could 
prevent violence” (Sackett 2016). 



 

79 

There are countless examples of neighborhood and community inequalities, but Putnam 
(2015) provides some informative examples. He demonstrated gaps between social groups, for 
instance, in the types of resources that they have and might share with their neighbors. In 
terms of social capital, he demonstrated wide gaps in social ties with college professors (21% 
for high school educated parents compared to 71% for college educated parents), lawyers (50% 
compared to 82%), and CEOs (22% compared to 44%).4 Putnam also noted that residents in 
affluent neighborhoods were more than twice as likely to trust their neighbors compared to 
those living in poor neighborhoods (2015:219). He also showed that while 64 percent of high-
SES children had non-family mentors, this was the case for less than 40 percent of low-SES 
children (Putnam 2015:215). 

Other good examples are inequalities in exposure to environmental burdens like 
pollution, toxic waste, noise, and others, which have been linked to inequalities in children’s 
outcomes (Cohen et. al. 1973; Bronzaft and McCarthy 1975; Cohen et. al. 1980; Hambrick-Dixon 
1985; Ransom and Pope 1992; Evans and Maxwell 1997; Evans and Kantrowitz 2002; Lanphear 
et. al. 2005; Stansfeld et. al. 2005; Evans 2006; Entwisle 2007; UCC 2007; Currie et. al. 2009; 
Currie et al. 2011; Reyes 2012; Sampson 2019). Ransom and Pope (1992) and Currie et. al. 
(2009) demonstrated associations between exposure to environmental burdens and school 
attendance. Bronzaft and McCarthy (1975) showed that at one school in New York City, the 
students in some of the classrooms closest to noise from a nearby elevated train were three to 
four months behind their peers on the quieter side of school.  

Sampson explains the empirical connection his research demonstrated between the 
racial composition of Chicago neighborhoods and exposure to lead:  

 
“Drawing on comprehensive data from over one million blood tests administered 
to Chicago children from 1995 to 2013 and matched to over 2,300 geographic 
block groups, we found that black and Hispanic neighbourhoods exhibited 
extraordinarily high rates of lead toxicity compared with white neighbourhoods, 
in some cases with prevalence rates topping 90% of the child population” 
(2019:14). 

 
Various studies (see Lanphear et. al. 2005 and Reyes 2012) have linked lead exposure 

with worse cognitive development and academic performance among children.  
In a well-known 2007 report from the United Church of Christ, Bullard and his 

colleagues found that neighborhoods with commercial hazardous waste facilities in the U.S. had 
poverty rates that were 1.5 times greater than non-host areas—and 1.8 times greater in 
neighborhoods with multiple facilities. In terms of racial composition, host neighborhoods were 
56 percent non-White, compared to 30 percent in non-host neighborhoods. In areas with 
multiple facilities, the percentage non-White was an astounding 69 percent (UCC 2007:53-54, 
73).   

Children raised in residential contexts burdened with concentrated disadvantaged tend 
to fare worse compared to children raised in areas with more advantage (Wilson 1987; Ransom 
and Pope 1992; Massey and Denton 1993; Wilson 1996; Sampson et. al. 1999; Sampson et. al. 

 
4 Precise data provided to authors through direct personal correspondence with Robert Putnam. 
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2002; Pebley and Sastry 2008; Sharkey 2009; Sampson 2012; Sharkey 2013; Sharkey and Faber 
2014; Chetty et. al. 2015; Putnam 2015; Sharkey and Sampson 2015; Rojas-Gaona et. al. 2016; 
Sampson and Winter 2016; Sampson 2019; Eppard et. al. 2020a, 2020c). Children from 
disadvantaged areas tend to develop worse cognitive skills, perform worse in school, and have 
lower rates of high school and college completion (Bronzaft and McCarthy 1975; Evans and 
Maxwell 1997; Aaronson 1998; Plotnick and Hoffman 1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000; 
Duncan et. al. 2001; Harding 2003; Stansfeld et. al. 2005; Sampson et. al. 2008; Schwartz 2010; 
Sharkey 2010; Sharkey and Elwert 2011; Wodtke et. al. 2011; Sastry 2012; Sharkey et. al. 2013; 
Sharkey and Faber 2014; Hamner et. al. 2015), they are at greater risk for adverse physical and 
mental health outcomes, teen pregnancy, substance abuse, and criminal involvement and 
victimization (Peeples and Loeber 1994; Wheaton and Clarke 2003; Brady et. al. 2008; Sharkey 
and Sampson 2010; Stoddard et. al. 2011; Eppard et. al. 2020c), and when they become adults, 
they tend to have worse economic outcomes and less upward mobility (Chetty 2014; Chetty et. 
al. 2014; Wolfers 2015; Eppard et. al. 2020a).  

 

Concentrated Disadvantage and Education 
Growing up among concentrated disadvantage negatively impacts children’s cognitive 

abilities, academic performance, and educational attainment. The extent of this negative 
impact is influenced by the degree of neighborhood/community disadvantage, the period of 
childhood in which one is exposed, the duration of exposure, which residential characteristics 
one is exposed to, and the degree of individual vulnerability (Sharkey and Faber 2014).5 

Ananat et. al. (2011) found that local job losses in North Carolina had a negative impact 
on children’s reading and math scores (see Sharkey and Faber 2014). Wodtke and his colleagues 
(2011) found that being raised in a disadvantaged neighborhood reduced the probability of high 
school graduation by 10 to 20 percentage points, depending upon the racial/ethnic group in 
question. They found that the probability of graduation for Black children raised in the most 
disadvantaged neighborhoods instead of the most advantaged fell from 96 to 76 percent. The 
researchers explained that: 

 
“Our results indicate that sustained exposure to disadvantaged neighborhoods—
characterized by high poverty, unemployment, and welfare receipt; many 
female-headed households; and few well-educated adults—throughout the 
entire childhood life course has a devastating impact on the chances of 
graduating from high school” (Wodtke et. al. 2011:731). 
 
Sharkey’s (2013) data revealed that concentrated poverty experienced by a child, or 

even previously by their parent (even if not the child), can have a substantial impact on a child’s 
cognitive skills. The gaps between children from families who had never experienced poverty 
and those who had experienced poverty across generations was profound, the equivalent of 

 
5 As Sharkey and Faber note, “Individuals’ residential environments are not experienced at a single point in time 
and then erased from their lives. Rather, there is strong evidence that the influence of the residential environment 
persists and accumulates, with consequences that extend over long periods of time and generations of families” 
(2014:572).  
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missing three or four years of schooling. Children performed best (scoring well above average) 
on tests of cognitive skills when neither they nor any of their parents were raised in a high-
poverty neighborhood. If the child or one of their parents (but not both the child and any of 
their parents) was raised in a high-poverty neighborhood, cognitive scores dropped 
significantly. Children’s scores dropped considerably more (scoring well below average) if a 
child and at least one of their parents were raised in a high-poverty neighborhood (Sharkey 
2013:119). 

Disadvantaged residential conditions tend to have lower-quality institutions compared 
their more-advantaged counterparts (Small 2009; Schwartz 2010; Allard and Small 2013; Chetty 
et. al. 2014; Sharkey and Faber 2014; Putnam 2015; Future Ready PA Index 2020), with schools 
being an obvious and important such institution. Studies suggest that poor schools often have 
to rely on less-experienced and/or less-effective teachers (Putnam 2015:172-173). In poorer 
schools, students also tend to be exposed to peers with a variety of characteristics which can 
influence and “rub off” on them, from lower expectations, to fewer family resources to share, 
to less middle-class-approved behavior to model, etc. In fact, in some studies, students’ test 
scores correlate more strongly with their classmates’ backgrounds than with their own (Putnam 
2015:165). Putnam (2015:170) showed that suspensions were two and a half times more 
common and classroom problems four times more common at high-poverty schools compared 
to low-poverty schools, demonstrating some of the inequalities in student populations that may 
impact fellow students.  

Empirical data confirms the impact of school quality on outcomes. Chetty and his 
colleagues (2014:Online Appendix Table VIII), for instance, demonstrated strong correlations 
between upward mobility rates and both test score percentiles (r = 0.59) and high school 
dropout rates (r = -0.57) across U.S. commuting zones. Reardon (2016) found a very strong 
association (r = 0.78) between school district socioeconomic status and average academic 
achievement across the U.S. He noted that, “Students in many of the most advantaged school 
districts have test scores that are more than four grade levels above those of students in the 
most disadvantaged districts” (Reardon 2016:7). Schwartz (2010) examined the longitudinal 
school performance of 850 students living in public housing in the same county but who had 
been randomly assigned to housing in different neighborhoods. Due to this random 
neighborhood assignment, these students attended different schools. Children in this study 
who had attended the school district’s most-advantaged schools performed far better in math 
and reading than children who had been assigned to the district’s least-advantaged schools. 
Burdick-Will et. al. (2011) found that when children moved out of areas of concentrated 
disadvantage in Chicago, they experienced significant improvements on a variety of 
assessments of cognitive skills, reading, and math. 

In our own state of Pennsylvania, like many U.S. states, neighborhoods and schools are 
very unequal. This very likely contributes to inequalities in the adult outcomes of children 
raised in these different areas (see Eppard et. al. 2020a for an in-depth analysis). The Gini 
coefficient has been reported to be as high as 0.47 in the state (Kolmar 2018). Pennsylvania 
scores below average on a variety of measures of non-White students’ exposure to White 
students (Orfield et. al. 2014). And schools only a few miles apart are strikingly different. As an 
example, PA Department of Education data show that one disadvantaged school in 
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Philadelphia, when compared to an advantaged one only a few miles away in the suburbs, 
scored significantly behind this suburban school on English proficiency (9% compared to 95%), 
math proficiency (10% to 88%), science proficiency (4% to 92%), regular attendance (48% to 
91%), post-secondary education transition (26% to 86%), percent gifted (0% to 12%), special 
education (35% to 14%), economic disadvantage (76% to 12%), and racial segregation (92% 
non-White to 32%). Data also show a nearly $15,000 gap in yearly per-pupil expenditures 
(Future Ready PA Index 2020). Sadly, such inequalities between advantaged and disadvantaged 
schools in the state (and much of the country) are not an anomaly, with numerous examples in 
the database. 

 

Concentrated Disadvantage and Violence 
Violent crime in the U.S. disproportionately impacts non-White and low-income 

Americans. Despite representing only about 13 percent of the American population, Black 
Americans were a slight majority of murder victims (52%) in 2018 and a disproportionately high 
percentage of murderers (39%) (FBI 2018).6 As Sackett explains: 
 

“predominantly African-American neighborhoods (those that consist of more 
than 70% African-American residents) averaged five times as many violent 
crimes as predominantly white communities; predominantly Latino 
neighborhoods averaged about two and a half times as many violent crimes as 
predominantly white neighborhoods. These differences in crime rates are linked 
to structural disparities: segregated neighborhoods also tend to be 
disadvantaged and lack access to community resources, institutions, and means 
of social control such as effective policing as well as social trust” (2016).  
 

Low-income residents are three times more likely to be assaulted in a given year compared to 
high-income residents (Kearney et. al. 2014). Prior to incarceration, men tend to earn slightly 
less than half (48%) of the income of their non-incarcerated counterparts (Rabuy and Kopf 
2015). Some studies show that crime is associated with public assistance payment schedules, 
with crime increasing the farther in time you move away from payment (as people’s resources 
deplete and they await the next payment). Other studies show that offenders released from 
prison are less likely to commit a crime the more economic assistance they receive (Sharkey et. 
al. 2016).  

 
6 Which we should point out is not because African Americans are inherently more prone to violence, but because 
compared to Whites, African Americans are much more likely to be raised in disadvantaged households, have 
disadvantage peer networks, attend worse schools, have their development compromised, have fewer economic 
and educational resources and opportunities, be unemployed, face economic insecurity that makes it difficult to 
keep families together, lack important social bonds and controls at key stages in life, face chronic stress, live 
amongst concentrated disadvantage, and be discriminated against, the factors largely responsible for racialized 
crime rates (although other factors, like where police resources are deployed, are also important to consider). We 
discuss this later in this article. We should also add that, according to the FBI, African Americans were responsible 
for 6,318 murders in 2018—so if every one of those murders was by a single offender, that would represent less 
than 0.0002% of the Black population who committed a murder in 2018.  
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Violent crime tends to be geographically concentrated in particular disadvantaged 
neighborhoods and communities (residential contexts that struggle with poverty, segregation, 
inequality, a lack of collective efficacy, a poor job market, residential instability, etc.) (Sackett 
2016; Eppard et. al. 2020c). As Sampson notes, “concentrated disadvantage remains a strong 
predictor of violent crime” (2019:13). Sharkey and colleagues similarly state that, “crime is 
clustered in space to a remarkable degree” (2016:629). Sackett explains that, “Concentrated 
disadvantage, crime, and imprisonment appear to interact in a continually destabilizing 
feedback loop” (2016). Sackett goes on:  
 

“Neighborhoods with more concentrated disadvantage tend to experience 
higher levels of violent crime. Numerous studies, for instance, show that 
neighborhoods with higher poverty rates tend to have higher rates of violent 
crime. Greater overall income inequality within a neighborhood is associated 
with higher rates of crime, especially violent crime. Sampson notes that even 
though the city of Stockholm has far less violence, segregation, and inequality 
than the city of Chicago, in both cities a disproportionate number of homicides 
occur in a very small number of very disadvantaged neighborhoods” (2016).  

 
Sharkey, mapping homicides across Chicago, found a “strikingly visible” (2013:30) 

overlap between concentrated disadvantage and homicide: 
 

“the concentration of violence goes hand in hand with the concentration of 
poverty. There is a remarkable spatial clustering of homicides in and around 
neighborhoods with high levels of poverty. . . there are entire sections of this 
violent city where the most extreme form of violence, a local homicide, is an 
unknown occurrence. There are other neighborhoods where homicides are a 
common feature of life. . . these maps provide perhaps the most vivid portrait of 
what living in areas of concentrated poverty can mean in America’s cities” 
(2013:30). 

 
Eppard and his colleagues (2020c) found a similar clustering of gun homicides in areas of 

concentrated disadvantage when mapping New York City. Even after statistically controlling for 
the characteristics of neighborhoods themselves, research suggests that close proximity to 
other disadvantaged neighborhoods can increase the risk of violence in one’s own 
neighborhood (Sampson 2012). 

Even within disadvantaged communities, violent crime tends to be concentrated within 
narrow social networks as well as geographic “hot spots” or “micro places.” In one study of 
Boston police records over an almost 30-year period, for instance, fewer than three percent of 
micro places accounted for more than half of all incidents of gun violence. Another study of 
Boston found that about 85 percent of gunshot injuries occurred within a single network of 
people that represented less than six percent of the city’s total population (Sackett 2016).  

Violence has a very negative impact on the fabric of a community, the health of its 
residents, the development of its children and their future educational and economic 
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performance, and can lead a community into a downward spiral of decay. Whether one will 
commit a violent crime themselves, or be victims of a violent crime, is strongly influenced by 
their residential context. Peeples and Loeber (1994) found that, while young African American 
males were more frequently and more seriously delinquent than White males in their study, 
these differences largely disappeared when they accounted for neighborhood characteristics 
such as poverty, welfare use, single parenthood, and unemployment. Sharkey and Sampson 
(2010) showed that moving young people far from disadvantaged neighborhoods was 
associated with a decrease in violent behavior. The work of both Brady et. al. (2008) and 
Hamner et. al. (2015) demonstrated associations between exposure to community violence and 
aggression/violence among adolescents.  

Research has also shown a relationship between exposure to violence and children’s 
cognitive development, academic performance, health, and adult economic performance 
(Harding 2009; Sharkey 2010; Cutsinger et. al. 2011; Sampson 2012; Sharkey et. al. 2013; 
Sharkey and Faber 2014; Sharkey and Sampson 2015; Sackett 2016; Sampson 2019). Sharkey 
(2010), for instance, found that children perform substantially worse on assessments of 
cognitive skills administered within a week following a local homicide—likely due to the stress, 
shock, trauma, and/or fear caused by such an event—and that the negative effect was worse 
the closer the homicide was to their home. Children living in neighborhoods with high crime 
rates tend to have significantly worse economic performance later as adults (Sackett 2016). 
Disadvantaged residential contexts are more likely to foster conditions where females are 
coerced into sex, are harassed, and/or are more likely to be victims of sexual violence, with 
negative consequences for their sexual development, mental health, and likelihood of 
substance abuse (Sackett 2016). And a number of studies have shown that moving children out 
of disadvantaged and dangerous residential contexts and into more advantaged and less 
dangerous ones can improve their life chances (Sharkey and Faber 2014). 

 

Concentrated Disadvantage and Upward Mobility 
Chetty and his colleagues (2014) found significant variations in rates of upward mobility 

across American commuting zones, and calculated the variables most strongly associated with 
this variation. Variables such as fraction of children with single mothers (r = -0.76), social capital 
(r = 0.64), test score percentile (r = 0.59), income inequality (r = -0.58), fraction Black residents 
(r = -0.58), high school dropout rate (r = -0.57), fraction married (r = 0.57), and fraction religious 
(r = 0.52) were strongly associated with upward mobility across the U.S. (Chetty et. al. 
2014:Online Appendix Table VIII). Summarizing this work, Chetty explained:  
 

“we find a strong negative correlation between standard measures of racial and 
income segregation and upward mobility. . . These findings lead us to identify 
segregation as the first of five major factors that are strongly correlated with 
mobility. The second factor we explore is inequality. [Commuting zones] with 
larger Gini coefficients have less upward mobility, consistent with the ‘Great 
Gatsby curve’. . . Third, proxies for the quality of the K-12 school system are also 
correlated with mobility. . . Fourth, social capital indices—which are proxies for 
the strength of social networks and community involvement in an area—are very 
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strongly correlated with mobility. . . Finally, the strongest predictors of upward 
mobility are measures of family structure such as the fraction of single parents in 
the area” (2014:5-6). 
 
A recent re-analysis (Chetty et. al. 2015) of data from the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) 

experiment7 showed significant gains for children who moved when they were young, 
compared to those who did not, in college graduation rates, likelihood of marriage, economic 
performance, and the quality of their adult neighborhood of residence. These children ended 
up earning almost a third (31%) more than children in the control-group (Wolfers 2015). Female 
children who moved were more likely to marry in adulthood and less likely to become single 
parents. Summarizing this new analysis, Wolfers explains that: 
 

“the next generation—the grandchildren of the winners of this lottery—are 
more likely to be raised by two parents, to enjoy higher family incomes and to 
spend their entire childhood in better neighborhoods. That is, the gains from this 
policy experiment are likely to persist over several generations” (2015).  

 
Living amongst concentrated disadvantage, even if your own individual household is 

better off relative to your neighbors, is detrimental. Sharkey, for instance, found that even for 
children in families with incomes in the top three quintiles, spending their childhood in a high-
poverty versus a low-poverty neighborhood increased their the chances of downward mobility 
by 52 percent (2009:2). And Chetty and his colleagues found that single parenthood was not 
only strongly associated with upward mobility for all children (r = -0.76), but also for children 
who themselves had married parents (r = -0.66) (2014:Online Appendix Figure XII).  
 

Race and Concentrated Disadvantage 
Research has made it abundantly clear that inequality of place is highly racialized in the 

U.S.—as Coates puts it, “the concentration of poverty has been paired with a concentration of 
melanin” (2014). A particularly striking example of this comes from Sharkey’s research, which 
has shown that around three quarters (78%) of African American children are raised in areas of 
concentrated disadvantage, compared to few (5%) White children (2009:10).8 Around half of 
Black families live in poor neighborhoods over consecutive generations, compared to only 
seven percent of White families (Sharkey 2013:39). A majority of African American families 
(67%) who start out in poor neighborhoods will remain there in the next generation, something 
that happens to only a minority of White families (40%). Black families who start out in affluent 
neighborhoods are also less likely to remain in affluent neighborhoods in the next generation 
compared to Whites—only 39 percent of Black families remain in affluent neighborhoods, 
compared to 63 percent of White families (Sharkey 2013:38).  

 
7 The MTO was a 1990s federal government experiment which gave a number of American families who were living 
in public housing a voucher to move to better neighborhoods in order to see if it improved their lives. 
8 These neighborhoods not only have high poverty rates, but also high rates of unemployment, welfare receipt, 
single motherhood, and racial segregation.  
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Even for Black families with high incomes, disadvantaged neighborhood contexts are 
common—around half (49 percent) of Black children in families with incomes in the top three 
quintiles live in high-poverty neighborhoods, compared to only one percent of White children in 
similar families (Sharkey 2009:2-3). Discussing research on the city of Chicago, Sharkey notes 
that many middle-class Black families in the segregated city live in “spatial proximity to 
extremely poor, disadvantaged areas of Chicago,” which makes it “difficult for middle-class 
blacks to create separation from the problems of the ghetto, including poor-performing 
schools, gangs, drug markets, and violence” (2009:6). He goes on to summarize similar research 
on the U.S. as a whole: 
 

“blacks and whites of similar economic status live in dramatically different 
residential environments, with blacks living in areas with higher crime rates, 
lower quality schools, higher poverty rates, lower property values, and severe 
racial segregation. Even if blacks are able to make gains in economic or social 
status in one generation, they often remain in social environments that are 
disadvantaged across multiple dimensions, and that may make it more difficult 
to transmit advantages to the next generation” (Sharkey 2009:6). 

 
Pertaining to the association between racial composition and crime in the U.S., Sampson 

explains that, “racial disparities in violent crime rates [are] attributable in large part to the 
persistent structural disadvantages disproportionately concentrated in African American 
communities” (2019:12), and that “race is not a direct cause of violence, but is rather a marker 
for the cluster of social and material disadvantages that both follow from and constitute racial 
status in America” (2019:13). In fact, research suggests that violent crime rates in 
disproportionately African American and Hispanic neighborhoods actually differ little from 
those in disproportionately White neighborhoods after statistically controlling for factors such 
as segregation and concentrated disadvantage (Peterson and Krivo 2010).  

Such racialized inequality of place plays a powerful role in racial inequality in the U.S., as 
Sampson explains: “The spatial isolation of African Americans produces exposure to 
concentrated, cumulative, and compounded disadvantage, constituting a powerful form of 
racial disparity” (2019:8). Sharkey estimated that neighborhood poverty accounts for a greater 
portion of the Black-White downward mobility gap in the U.S. than the combination of parental 
education, occupation, labor force participation, and a variety of other family characteristics 
(2009:3).  
 

METHODS 
All quantitative data utilized in our analyses come from the Opportunity Atlas database 

housed at Opportunity Insights (2020). This database contains U.S. Census Bureau data as well 
as anonymous federal tax return data for over 20 million Americans. It allows researchers to 
examine the relationship between community of origin9 and adult outcomes like household 

 
9 Units of analysis available in the Opportunity Atlas database were Census tract, county, and commuting zone. 
Even though commuting zones are perfectly acceptable units of analysis used by Raj Chetty and others, we wanted 
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income, college graduation, incarceration, marriage, and upward mobility.10 This database also 
allows researchers to examine the community characteristics which correlate with these 
outcomes—such as racial composition, median household income, and rates of college 
graduation, job growth, poverty, single parenthood, and social capital. We downloaded this 
publicly-accessible data and analyzed it using SPSS statistical software, which allowed us to 
calculate correlations and multiple regression models. 

One of the many virtues of this database is that its data are available by demographic 
subgroup. Therefore, one can compare Americans of the same gender and who grew up in 
households with similar income levels in order to get closer to isolating the impact of place. Due 
to a variety of considerations, we focused on low-income men (born between 1978-1983, 
raised in households at the 25th income percentile, and tracked into their mid-thirties) for this 
analysis in order to see the differences in difficulty in achieving success coming from a low-
income household across different U.S. states.   

First, we calculated correlations between all seven origin county variables (college 
graduation rate, fraction Black, fraction single parents, job growth rate, median household 
income, poverty rate, and social capital rate)11 and all five adult outcome variables (college 
graduation rate, median household income, incarceration rate, marriage rate, and upward 
mobility rate) across all U.S. counties.12 Next, we averaged the county upward mobility rates for 
every U.S. state, and ranked states from highest to lowest, picking out the highest-opportunity 
state for low-income men (North Dakota) and lowest-opportunity state (South Carolina) for 
further analyses. Finally, we examined the differences in opportunity between these two states, 
as well as differences in county characteristics which may help explain these inequalities in 
opportunity.  

Additionally, anonymous13 qualitative data come from phone interviews we conducted 
with five county council members from some of the South Carolina counties that struggled the 
most in our analysis (bottom ten in upward mobility). All interviews were conducted in June 
2020. These council members were asked to reflect on their county’s opportunity score and the 
challenges that their constituents faced. Interview data were qualitatively coded in order to 
uncover patterns and themes across their answers, using coding techniques similar to those 
articulated by Charmaz (2006).  
 

RESULTS 
Opportunity across the United States 

We calculated correlations between all seven origin county variables (college graduation 
rate, fraction Black, fraction single parents, job growth rate, median household income, poverty 
rate, and social capital rate) and all five low-income men’s adult outcome variables (college 
graduation rate, median household income, incarceration rate, marriage rate, and upward 

 
something smaller and closer to “neighborhood” size. In order to include the desired variables for this analysis, 
such as college graduation rates, the smallest unit available was county.   
10 Rising from a low-income (25th percentile) background to the top 20% in household income. 
11 For the definition of the social capital variable, see Opportunity Insights (2020).   
12 3,141 counties plus Washington, D.C., although not all counties have complete data.  
13 All identifying information has been changed or removed to the extent possible.  
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mobility rate). The strongest correlations for the outcome of marriage were county single 
parenthood rate (r = -0.70, p < .001) (see Figure 1), county fraction Black (r = -0.67, p < .001), 
and social capital (r = 0.35, p < .001). The strongest correlations for the outcome of household 
income were county single parenthood rate (r = -0.65, p < .001), fraction Black (r = -0.52, p < 
.001), and county poverty rate (r = -0.38, p < .001). The strongest correlations for the outcome 
of incarceration were county single parenthood rate (r = 0.51, p < .001) and county fraction 
Black (r = 0.51, p < .001). The strongest correlations for the outcome of upward mobility were 
county single parenthood rate (r = -0.51, p < .001), county fraction Black (r = -0.38, p < .001), 
and county poverty (r = -0.32, p < .001). The strongest correlation for the outcome of college 
graduation was county college graduation rate (r = 0.43, p < .001) (see Table 1 for all 
county/outcome correlations). 

 

 
 
 

Table 1. Correlations between Origin County Characteristics and Low-Income Men’s Adult 

Outcomes across the United States.  

 

 

 

Low-Income Men’s Adult Outcomes  

 

  

College 

 

 

Incarceration 

 

Income 

 

Marriage 

 

Mobility 

      

Origin County 

Characteristics 

     

      

College grads -0.43*** -0.02 -0.10*** -0.10*** -0.21*** 

Income -0.29*** -0.01 -0.17*** -0.07*** -0.28*** 

Job growth -0.15*** -0.03 -0.15*** -0.00 -0.24*** 

Fraction Black -0.16*** -0.51*** -0.52*** -0.67*** -0.38*** 

Poverty -0.22*** -0.21*** -0.38*** -0.27*** -0.32*** 

Single parents -0.25*** -0.51*** -0.65*** -0.70*** -0.51*** 

Social capital -0.09*** -0.22*** -0.27*** -0.35*** -0.13*** 

      

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Where available, county characteristic variables are 

historical averages of data in Opportunity Insights (2020) database back to 1990. 
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To illustrate inequalities in opportunities for low-income men based upon where in the 
country they are raised, we compared the state with the highest upward mobility rate for low-
income men to the state with the lowest. We therefore averaged the county upward mobility 
rates for each state, and ranked them from highest to lowest (see Table 2). We selected our 
states for analysis based upon their positions in this ranking: North Dakota (highest average 
county upward mobility rate) and South Carolina (lowest average county upward mobility rate). 
 

Low- and High-Opportunity States: South Carolina and North Dakota 
Table 3 and Figures 2 and 3 show the very different average county outcomes for low-

income men in South Carolina versus North Dakota.14 The aforementioned average county 
upward mobility rates are quite different, representing about a sixfold increase from South 
Carolina to North Dakota (4.13% in SC versus 24.64% in ND). There are also substantial gaps in 
these states on measures of low-income men’s median household income ($50,989 versus 
$24,697), marriage rates (25.44% versus 52.79%), college graduation rates (11.58% versus 
21.24%), and incarceration rates (6% versus 1.84%). 

When we ranked South Carolina and North Dakota counties based upon outcomes for 
low-income men (Tables 4-8), there was very little comingling in the rankings; the vast majority 
of North Dakota counties fared better than even the highest-opportunity South Carolina 
counties.  

Upward mobility is a prime example (Table 4). Out of 53 counties in North Dakota, 52 
had a higher upward mobility rate for low-income men than the highest-mobility county in 
South Carolina (Beaufort  

 
14 We include these maps because (1) they are a vital visual for our later discussion of Benson County and Nelson 
County and (2) they are a visually-powerful illustration of how much opportunity varies in the U.S. and the degree 
to which place influences one’s access to opportunity.  

Figure 1. Association between County Single Parenthood Rates and 

Low-Income Men’s Marriage Rates in Adulthood across the U.S. 
 

 
 

Note: correlation = -0.70, p < .001.  
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County). The only ND county that did not outperform Beaufort County, SC was Sioux County, 
ND. It is worth noting that Sioux County lies entirely within the Standing Rock Indian 
Reservation, which like many Native American reservations, is burdened with extraordinarily 
high rates of unemployment and poverty, as well as a number of other social problems. Despite 
this, Sioux County still outperforms five South Carolina counties on our upward mobility 
measure. 

On low-income men’s adult household income, 52 out of 53 ND counties outperform 
the highest-performing SC county. It’s a similar story for marriage (48 out of 53 ND counties) 
and incarceration (46 out of 53). There is more commingling when it comes to college 
graduation rates, but ND still provides significantly more opportunity (see Tables 5-8). 

Table 2. Upward Mobility Rates for Men Raised in Low-Income Families among 

U.S. States. 

 

 

d 
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Figure 2. Heat Map of Upward Mobility Rates for Low-Income Men across ND Counties.  

 

 
 

Note: The number one on this map indicates Benson County, while the number 2 indicates 

Nelson County. 

Source: Opportunity Insights (2020). Reprinted with permission.  
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Figure 3. Heat Map of Upward Mobility Rates for Low-Income Men across SC Counties.  

 

 
 

Source: Opportunity Insights (2020). Reprinted with permission.  

Table 3. Low-Income Men’s Outcomes for North Dakota and South Carolina Counties.  

   

 North Dakota South Carolina 

   

   

Outcomes     

   

Avg. college graduation rate 21.24% 11.58% 

Avg. household income $50,989 $24,697 

Avg. incarceration rate 1.84% 6.00% 

Avg. marriage rate 52.79% 25.44% 

Avg. upward mobility rate 24.64% 4.13% 
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Based on our analysis of the correlations between origin county characteristics and low-
income men’s outcomes across all U.S. counties, one might expect that counties in South 
Carolina and North Dakota are different in terms of their single parenthood rates, poverty 
rates, median household income, and racial composition. Our analysis reveals that this is 
indeed the case, and likely helps to explain the different opportunity available to low-income 
men in each state. As Table 9 reveals, there are substantial gaps between South Carolina and 
North Dakota counties on measures like fraction non-White (42.21% in SC versus 9.98% in ND), 
fraction single parents (42.77% versus 25.68%), poverty rate (20.7% versus 11.42%), and 
median household income ($41,633 versus $55,704), as well as an average positive job growth 
rate in North Dakota versus an average negative rate in South Carolina. 

Even a short drive across high-opportunity North Dakota reveals stark differences in 
opportunity. Benson County (labeled as #1 in Figure 2), for instance, is adjacent to Nelson 
County (labeled as #2 in Figure 2). But their outcomes for low-income men are very different, 
including outcomes like upward mobility (8.5% in Benson County versus 31.6% in Nelson 
County), household income ($28,344 versus $56,136), marriage (35.5% versus 59.4%), and 
incarceration (5.2 versus 2.8) (see Table 10).15 
On-the-Ground in South Carolina 
 We reached out to county council members in some of the South Carolina counties 
struggling the most with opportunities for low-income men, asking them to participate in 20-30 
minute phone interviews. We chose county council members because of their in-depth 
knowledge of the counties in question and familiarity with the challenges faced by residents 
there. Five county council members (henceforth “CCM” for shorthand) agreed to talk to us 
about the struggles specific to the low-income families in their counties. We analyzed their 
responses using qualitative coding techniques similar to Charmaz (2006), looking for emergent 
themes and patterns. Some of the most common concerns expressed by the council members 
were insufficient economic development, poor transit, educational challenges, low county 
revenue/insufficient county services and institutions, problems with crime and drug abuse, low-
quality housing, the challenges of low-income parenting, racism, and insufficient role 
models/mentors in poor communities.  
 There seemed to be a serious lack of economic opportunity in these counties, with 
residents having to drive long distances in order to find decent employment. Many of the 
council members desired to bring economic development to their counties. The following 
quotes were typical: 

 
“What we're lacking is economic development, getting good jobs where people 
can stay within the region. We want to be able to keep folks here, and it’s a 
matter of getting the right training and having the availability of new jobs. We 
have out-migration of workers to the surrounding counties, I think that's about 
40% of our people go out of the county to work” (CCM #2). 
 
“We had one textile company here that employed about 10,000 people. They 
had so many people working that, you know, you could lose a job for various 

 
15 College graduation rates unavailable in database for either county. 
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reasons at one of their plants and go to the other plant and get a job. That's the 
way they operated, which was good for the community. The wages were 
reasonable. That kept us above the poverty line in many cases because people 
could go and get a good job, a good-paying job and put food on the table for 
their families. They gradually began to shut down their operation. When they left 
us, that was quite a void here economically in our community.” (CCM #5). 

 
 There was widespread concern among council members that, even when good jobs 
were available, their low-income constituents did not possess the skills necessary to secure 
them. Some council members focused on the quality of the public schools, like CCM #3: “Our 
school system leaves something to be desired. Our test scores, compared to the state, we’re 
always lagging behind.” Council member #2 spoke about county efforts to enhance STEM 
education in the public schools: 

 
“An organization that I'm part of, we’re trying to acquire funding for a STEM 
program that's operated during the school year. One of our meetings we had 
was in Pittsburgh with the foundation directors, and from there we went to San 
Francisco for the final presentation. We were one in five that was awarded the 
STEM training program throughout the country, I think. They're doing a good job 
with our schools and the students in that STEM program.” 
 
Another council member focused on high drop-out rates among low-income students: 
 
“South Carolina, along with the rest of the South, we’ve been at the very bottom 
of the education ladder for years. Years ago you could get a good job without a 
high school education. That's not really the case now. We've got a big push from 
the Black and White communities to try to keep people in school” (CCM #5). 

 
The larger concern among council members, however, had less to do with the public 

schools but with the training that residents were getting after high school. There was strong 
agreement among the council members that expanded vocational training was a much-needed 
approach to enhancing the human capital of their constituents. Many agreed that encouraging 
everyone to attend college was unrealistic, and instead hoped they could create a vocational 
education infrastructure that allowed county residents to spend a lot less money and time 
gaining skills required for a number of jobs they could realistically be hired for:  

 
“You know as well as I do you don't need a college education to do more than 
50% of the jobs out there. Some of your best workforce will never get chosen on 
account of not passing some test. I can remember back in the 1970s, we would 
hire folks who had little or no training. They would train people and get them up 
to speed within 12 to 24 months. With training, people can work no matter what 
background they have, everybody’s gotta be trained. I think that’s been a 
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deterrent here, passing some of those tests. I can tell you from the HR side, you 
know, those tests don't necessarily tell you all about the applicant” (CCM #1). 
“You don't need a four-year degree to land a good job, but you do need the 
skills. I would like to see training programs that would serve the whole county. 
You could have centers in different communities, satellite centers that you could 
connect to the main center where kids could get help that I don't think they are 
getting now. I think training and education is going to be the key to helping our 
population realize that they are capable of doing anything with the necessary 
training. They can go anywhere. I think that's a missing piece. I would like to see 
a mandatory internship in high school in our local industries where the kids can 
have an idea of what manufacturing looks like, or what industry looks like, and 
get a chance to work and participate. So if they don't go to college or other 
training after high school, they can say this is what I want to do. If we had deep 
pockets, this would just be a beginning” (CCM #2). 

 
 Given the lack of economic opportunities and low levels of human capital, counties were 
faced with little revenue to provide the types of services and institutions that might turn the 
tide of economic insecurity in their counties, as CCM #3 explained: 
 

“Our county doesn’t fund projects in the rural and poor areas. Our county just 
passed a budget, but none of that money is allocated to poor and rural 
communities. They need transit. They don’t have facilities, they don’t have 
recreation opportunities, they don't have activities. You can't hardly get high-
speed internet services. Now we do have a few people that pull out of that 
situation and break that cycle, but for the most part, it’s about having 
opportunities. People always talk about the poor and people of color having 
underlining health conditions, because they can't get nowhere. So what I would 
like to see is recreational facilities and activities in poor and rural communities. I 
would like to see where you have internet service so our kids can have the same 
opportunities and exposure as rich kids. During this pandemic, we had kids that 
brought their books home, but they didn't have internet service to use them. We 
have a majority Black council, but it doesn’t understand that it needs to help 
those who are struggling. It's ingrained in them to always continue to spend the 
money on people who already have money. We can improve conditions of this 
county by providing facilities, resources, training and development of people. 
But we've decided not to do that. We have decided not to invest in our people. 
I’m one of these people who thinks we ought to begin to invest in our people 
with resources, training, development opportunities, and stuff like that. We have 
enough money to fix our problems in this United States of America, all you had 
to do is look at this pandemic and you see how much money we were able to 
spend, and we didn’t worry about spending it.” 
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“One of the things we continue to fight about on the county council is we don't 
have the resources to bring our communities up to a level where they can begin 
to take advantage of just life itself. We’ve got to be able to put internet services 
in these poor communities. In rural communities you have houses that are 
spread apart. You don't have rural water, you know, most people have wells. 
Then we had a gold mine that made people’s water muddy with a lot of iron. The 
nearest grocery store is 13 miles away. If you go to a convenience store, pricing 
is double. So people who don't have transportation, they end up spending more 
money for goods. You pay a dollar and thirty cents for a gallon of milk, but if 
you're in a poor community you pay double that. We don't have a transit system 
that works, the transit system don't go out. So I mean, everything you have in 
poor communities seems to work against poor communities. Let me tell you 
something that happened the other day that got me really upset. We had a food 
share that came to the county. They said one box per car. There were families 
that got people to bring them up there. But they couldn't get a box because they 
were in the same car with other people, which is because they don't have 
transportation. It’s like this country is against the poor.” 

 
One of the most common services that council members wished they could provide for 

their constituents was better internet access—this theme showed up again and again in the 
transcripts. Council member #2’s comments were typical of how urgent the need was, saying 
that, “I think there's a push to put broadband in rural areas like ours, which I think would 
probably be the best thing that has happened in rural communities since electricity.” 
 Crime and drug abuse were clearly problems plaguing most of the council members’ 
counties. These problems seemed to be concentrated in low-income communities, as CCM #4 
explained: “For a small county like ours, we do have our share of crime. We’ve met with the 
sheriff on numerous occasions. Most crimes we do have come from the low-income families of 
the population.” A number of council members lamented the poor policing infrastructure in 
their counties, and how this contributed to the problem: 
 

“When you look across the whole state of South Carolina, we’ve got a lot of 
crime here. When you live in a small county, you don't have a lot of revenue to 
have extra officers. We’ve got a tight budget. We don't even have 24-hour sheriff 
coverage in this county. We don't have the personnel to do it. There's a lot of 
things that could be better if we had more revenue, you know” (CCM #1).  
 
“Crime, it's all over. I think rural communities, we don’t necessarily have all the 
resources. When we have major drug busts or major incidents or a shooting, we 
depend on our state law enforcement division. We don't have the local 
protection that we need for the community or for the businesses. So that's a 
problem. That's part of our infrastructure needs. We're determined to take the 
resources we have and use them, which are very limited, to serve our 
population. We're at a disadvantage. We have the census that's taking place 
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right now, and it's going to be something to see, I think we’ve lost population. In 
fact, most of the counties in our region have lost population. It's going to affect 
our needs tremendously in the next 10 years” (CCM #2). 

 
Some council members focused specifically on drug abuse. Council member #3 for 

instance, noted that in her/his county, “We don't have murdering and killing and all that kind of 
stuff. But what you do have is drug abuse.” Council member #4 explained the interaction 
between drug abuse and low human capital among her/his low-income constituents, saying, 
“The biggest problem here is, number one, when a person is applying for a job, they can't pass 
a drug test. Number two, they can't pass a background check. And then number three, they're 
not workplace ready.” Council member #5 lamented the drug problems in her/his county, and 
the lack of county resources to combat them: 

 
“Drugs are the main problem we've got. So far this year eight or ten people have 
overdosed, it's a serious problem. We have an excellent drug force in our 
sheriff’s department, but they're overworked. Cocaine, amphetamines, heroin, 
it’s been really bad here. The kind of thing that you don't want in any 
community.” 

 
Judging by the council members’ responses, low-quality housing seemed to be 

widespread among their low-income residents. As CCM #4 explained, “We do have low-income 
families living in trailer homes more so than in your standard type of homes.” Council member 
#3 revealed a shockingly small amount of development in her/his county, saying, “In the last 30 
years, there has been no housing development.” Given this problem, these counties have 
launched concerted efforts to improve existing housing in low-income communities: 

 
“We’ve got problems with housing, we need to help restore some of the houses 
in the neighborhoods. We’ve got a lot of volunteers who come around and put 
time and effort and money into restoring some of these houses in bad shape. 
We’ve got a project coming soon where we are going in to redo homes for no 
charge whatsoever to residents” (CCM #1). 

 
Some of the council members made explicit connections between race and 

concentrated disadvantage. As one council member put it, “I think the resources are here, it's 
just a matter of having access to it. Call it racism or what have you, you can't neglect that it is 
here and it runs throughout the country” (CCM #2). And as CCM #5 put it, “We do have some 
Black neighborhoods where the crime rates are pretty bad. The drug problem is high. The 
murder rate is high. That's something that our local police department have been working on 
for quite a while.” Council member #3 was the most vocal, speaking at times about race and 
concentrated disadvantage, as well as racism in the county more generally: 
 

“One of the things that happened in our county is they started a private school 
to pull all the White students out. The White community has removed their kids 
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from the school system. The school system is probably more segregated now 
than it was before.” 
 
“In our poor neighborhoods, all too often there are drugs and alcohol, people 
are hanging around corners, that kind of stuff. You see it throughout various 
Black communities. People are drinking in those neighborhoods that are poor 
with dilapidated housing. You would see it in some segments of the White 
population. It had been getting better because of the economy.” 
 
“Our county is almost 70 percent Black. We decided that we needed an 
administration building, a county complex. And we decided to build that building 
on our own in an old school that Whites wanted to preserve for their history. But 
in the front of that is a Confederate monument.” 

 
 There was widespread concern that low-income families in these counties were having a 
very difficult time being the best parents that they could be given the challenges of economic 
insecurity. As CCM #1 remarked: 
 

“The bottom line is the parents have got to raise the kids. Teachers don't raise 
your children. You've got to be responsible for raising your own children. And I 
think we're lacking big time in that respect. It's like they are looking for 
somebody else to raise their kids instead of them.”  

 
Multiple council members were concerned with how problems in the home then spilled 

over and negatively impacted the larger community. As CCM #2 put it, “The whole structure of 
parenting, I think, needs to be reanalyzed. . . You talk with school administrators and teachers, 
you know, there's overflow of that in the school.” Council member #5 made similar remarks, 
saying, “In the small towns, there’s crime, kids not finishing school if there's not a father in the 
home. That has a tremendous bearing on what takes place in any community, especially in 
small communities.” Much of the concern focused on single-parenthood among low-income 
families, and the extra burdens that this placed on them, as CCM #4 explained: 

 
“The single-parents, they only have one income to support a family of four or 
more. They have jobs that are an hour, an hour and a half drive from here in the 
adjoining county. They leave sometimes at five o'clock in the morning and they 
won’t come back until around about seven o'clock, eight o'clock in the evening. 
They don't have time to even visit their kids or help with homework. Many of 
them never had any education to understand the type of homework that they 
have. The teacher gives them homework, but the parent cannot really work with 
them.” 

 
Some of the counties have made a concerted effort to address single-parenthood, with 

varying results: 
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“Led by our African American leaders, we have something called the fatherhood 
project. They have been outstanding in helping the families without a father, and 
bringing that father back to the family. They're doing a good job with it and the 
guys are buying into it. Matter of fact, they'll help them get jobs” (CCM #5). 

 
One final emergent theme was the need for a strong community, not just a strong 

household, to help raise children. Unfortunately, the low-income communities in these 
counties seemed to have a real need for more adult role models and mentors: 

 
“One challenge is not having what I'd call mentorship, or having a role model, 
the people that you see in your community. They keep kids on a straight and 
narrow path, so to speak. I think it takes a wide variety of hands to keep kids on 
the right path. Where I grew up, we had good mentors, good role models. Our 
coaches, our teachers, they lived in the community, and they knew your parents, 
they would take notice of things you're doing, and they were all church 
members. You had a lot of eyes watching you, you know, when we came up. And 
I think that's lacking now in our community. Maybe they’re watching, but they're 
not saying anything. And that's a big difference. That lack of community 
involvement and mentoring, because everybody can be a mentor in their own 
way. I think as you raise kids in this age, the exposure level of what they see and 
do. When I was coming up, you had mom, you had dad, you had grandmother, 
and you had the neighbors. So, you know, we don't see that village today. I think 
there's a reluctance right now for neighbors or friends or church members to say 
things. Even in my neighborhood, I'm reluctant from time to time to say anything 
when I see something that's not acceptable. They won't listen and just keep 
moving, or depending on what you say, they might become inflamed. . . When 
my kids came through here, we were one of the best. You know, things have 
kind of went downhill since then. This is the second time the state has come in 
and taken over the schools” (CCM #2). 
 
“You’ve got to have the mentors, you gotta be around people who you see 
succeed and who want to succeed. We lack a lot of community. When I came up, 
all the community's children got together and played. The parents would sit on 
the porch, you know, and just have great conversations. And that was great, you 
know, things like that” (CCM #1). 

 

DISCUSSION 
Previous research suggests that residential conditions burdened with concentrated 

disadvantage—areas with high levels of poverty, many single-parent families, a high degree of 
income and/or racial segregation, and/or low levels of economic, social, and cultural capital—
negatively impact the life chances of children raised there. Our findings confirm this previous 
work, with county variables like single parenthood, fraction Black, college graduation, poverty, 
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social capital, median household income, and job growth moderately-to-strongly correlated 
with low-income men’s adult outcomes across U.S. counties. In high-opportunity North Dakota, 
low-income men were much more likely to be upwardly mobile, graduate from college, earn a 
decent income, and get married, and were much less likely to go to prison, compared to their 
counterparts in South Carolina. There was hardly any commingling of ND and SC counties when 
comparing, from best-to-worst, counties in these states based on the low-income men’s 
outcomes of upward mobility, incarceration, average household income, and marriage. While 
there was more commingling on the outcome of college graduation, opportunity was still 
decidedly better in this regard in ND compared to SC. 

How do we explain differences in low-income men’s outcomes in these two states? 
Based on our analysis of all U.S. counties, we would expect to find differences between these 
two states in their average county college graduation rates, fraction non-White, fraction single 
parents, average household income, and/or poverty rates. Indeed, we found significant 
differences on multiple measures: on average, SC counties had over four times the fraction 
non-White, almost twice the poverty, over 1.5 times the single parenthood, and only 75 
percent of the income compared to ND county averages.  

Undoubtedly, a major part of the story here, as it is across the U.S., is race. As the 
aforementioned research from Sharkey (2009) illustrates, disadvantaged residential contexts in 
the U.S. are the norm for Black families, but a rarity for White families. Sharkey’s empirical work 
shows that around three quarters (78%) of Black children are raised in highly-disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, compared to only five percent of White children (2009:10). He also showed 
that around half of Black families live in poor neighborhoods over consecutive generations, but 
only seven percent of White families (Sharkey 2013:39). The fact that South Carolina has a 
much larger non-White population compared to North Dakota, and the large proportion of this 
non-White population who are Black (SC counties average 37% Black in the Opportunity 
Insights database compared to 1% in ND), suggests that the phenomenon playing out in 
Sharkey’s research is likely a major culprit here.  

Surveys reveal that most Americans agree, in general terms, on a variety of political, 
social, and economic dimensions of freedom (Lakoff 2006). But while we agree on these things 
in broad abstract terms, we are divided on how we define each element of freedom, and it is 
not clear that we are all talking about the same thing. Americans routinely express support for 
equality of opportunity, for instance, but differ to how we define what such equality means.  

Our study, among many others, shows that American children are raised in very 
different residential environments, and these differences offer them very different 
opportunities to reach their full potential. Some children hit the lottery of birth, and some do 
not—and neither group is responsible for this outcome. Such inequalities are incongruent with 
our stated American beliefs in equality of opportunity. As we have argued elsewhere: 
 

“In order to be truly free, individuals need agency, or the ability to freely decide 
on the life that they want to lead, and be able to think and act autonomously in 
pursuit of that life. We define true agency as the combination of (a) the full 
development of one’s abilities and (b) having access (unrestricted by unjust 
barriers) to resources and opportunity pathways. . . Opportunity pathways 
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cannot be fully utilized with few resources and compromised abilities, and 
abilities and resources are of little use without opportunities. . . How will 
individuals become the best version of themselves if their home, neighborhood, 
and school environments stunt the development of their abilities? Or if they are 
lucky enough to have those abilities developed, how far will they go in life if 
good schools and well-paying jobs are not accessible to them? . . . If we are not 
in full control of our abilities, resources, or opportunities, we are not in full 
control of our destiny” (Eppard et. al. 2020b:18-19). 
Evidence from this study suggests that these crucial components of agency are 

compromised by growing up in disadvantaged areas of the U.S. Disadvantaged residential 
conditions serve as a form of structural violence, which refers to the way in which people’s life 
chances are unnecessarily limited by a variety of forces, including ones which are political, 
economic, cultural, and legal in nature (Lee 2016). The inequalities between American 
neighborhoods are impacted by a variety of these forces, and they are not unavoidable but the 
result of conscious decisions of those with power and influence in our society. Because of this, 
these inequalities can be changed. Addressing these inequalities should be seen as an 
imperative, given the centrality of equality of opportunity in the American ethos. Allowing 
some areas of the country to constrain children’s development and put an upper-limit on their 
dreams, while other areas propel children forward into a future without boundaries, is 
oppositional to what the U.S. claims to be.  
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Table 4. Upward Mobility Rates for Low-Income Men, ND and SC Counties. 

 
Note: Light green indicates ND county, light orange indicates SC county. Average rate for 

all U.S. counties: 9.92%. 
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Table 5. Incarceration Rates for Low-Income Men, ND and SC Counties. 

 
Note: Light green indicates ND county, light orange indicates SC county. Average rate 

for all U.S. counties: 3.93%. 
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Table 6. Average Household Income for Low-Income Men, ND and SC Counties. 

 
Note: Light green indicates ND county, light orange indicates SC county. Average for all 

U.S. counties: $33,567. 
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Table 7. Marriage Rates for Low-Income Men, ND and SC Counties. 

 
Note: Light green indicates ND county, light orange indicates SC county. Average rate for 

all U.S. counties: 39.87%. 
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Table 8. College Graduation Rates for Low-Income Men, ND and SC Counties. 

 
Note: Light green indicates ND county, light orange indicates SC county. Ten ND 

counties with missing college graduation data were not included. Average rate for all 

U.S. counties: 13.74%. 
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