
The Best and Worst Places to Grow Up: How 
Your Area Compares 
Children who grow up in some places go on to earn much more than they would if they grew up 
elsewhere. MAY 4, 2015  
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...or use my location 

Leon County is very bad for income mobility for children in poor families. It 
is better than only about 13 percent of counties.   

Location matters – enormously. If you’re poor and live in the Tallahassee area, it’s better to be in 
Holmes County than in Jefferson County or Gadsden County. Not only that, the younger you are 
when you move to Holmes, the better you will do on average. Children who move at earlier ages 
are less likely to become single parents, more likely to go to college and more likely to earn 
more.  
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But even Holmes County is below the national average. Every year a poor child spends in 
Holmes County addssubtracts about $90 tofrom his or her annual household income at age 26, 
compared with a childhood spent in the average American county. Over the course of a full 
childhood, which is up to age 20 for the purposes of this analysis, the difference adds up to about 
$1,800, or 7 percent, moreless in average income as a young adult.  

These findings, particularly those that show how much each additional year matters, are from a 
new study by Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren that has huge consequences on how we think 
about poverty and mobility in the United States. The pair, economists at Harvard, have long been 
known for their work on income mobility, but the latest findings go further. Now, the researchers 
are no longer confined to talking about which counties merely correlate well with income 
mobility; new data suggests some places actually cause it.  

Consider Leon County, Fla., our best guess for where you might be reading this article. (Feel free 
to change to another place by selecting a new county  using the search boxes throughout this 
page.)  

It’s among the worst counties in the U.S. in helping poor children up the income ladder. It ranks 
329th out of 2,478 counties, better than only about 13 percent of counties. Compared with the 
rest of the country, it is also bad for rich boys and rich girls.  

Here are the estimates for how much 20 years of childhood in Leon County adds or takes away 
from a child’s income (compared with an average county), along with the national percentile 
ranking for each.  
 
What a Childhood in Leon County Does to Future Income 

For poor kids 

Group Income chg. Nat. pct. 
All kids -$1,920 13% 

Boys -$2,060 11% 

Girls -$1,690 19% 

For average-income kids 

Group Income chg. Nat. pct. 
All kids -$2,520 4% 

Boys -$3,060 2% 

Girls -$1,820 10% 
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For rich kids 

Group Income chg. Nat. pct. 
All kids -$2,910 2% 

Boys -$3,830 1% 

Girls -$1,810 9% 

For kids in the top 1% 

Group Income chg. Nat. pct. 
All kids -$2,960 3% 

Boys -$4,130 2% 

Girls -$1,640 11% 

 

Across the country, the researchers found five factors associated with strong upward mobility: 
less segregation by income and race, lower levels of income inequality, better schools, lower 
rates of violent crime, and a larger share of two-parent households. In general, the effects of 
place are sharper for boys than for girls, and for lower-income children than for rich.  

“The broader lesson of our analysis,” Mr. Chetty and Mr. Hendren write, “is that social mobility 
should be tackled at a local level.” Here’s where Leon County stands among its neighbors.  

How Leon County ranks among places in the Tallahassee area  

COUNTY 
POOR 
BOYS 

POOR 
GIRLS 

AVERAGE 
BOYS 

AVERAGE 
GIRLS 

RICH 
BOYS 

RICH 
GIRLS 

RICHEST 
BOYS 

RICHEST 
GIRLS MEDIAN RENT 

Holmes 1st 1st 2nd 1st 3rd 4th 3rd 4th $364 

Calhoun 2nd 2nd 1st 3rd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd $331 

Washington 3rd 3rd 3rd 2nd 2nd 1st 2nd 1st $371 

Wakulla 4th 5th 5th 5th 5th 5th 6th 5th $511 

Jackson 5th 4th 4th 4th 4th 3rd 4th 3rd $360 

Leon 6th 6th 7th 6th 8th 6th 8th 7th $652 

Jefferson 7th 7th 6th 8th 6th 8th 5th 8th $391 

Gadsden 8th 8th 8th 7th 7th 7th 7th 6th $361 

In some places, the new estimates of mobility conflict with earlier estimates. For example, 
previous estimates suggested that New York City was a good place for lower-income children to 
grow up: Children raised in lower-income families in New York had above-average outcomes in 
adulthood. 
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But New York appeared above average in part because it has a large number of immigrants, who 
have good rates of upward mobility no matter where they live: Nothing about New York in 
particular caused these children to do better. 

To remove variation that was simply caused by different types of people living in different areas, 
Mr. Chetty and Mr. Hendren based the latest estimates on the incomes of more than five million 
children who moved between areas when they were growing up in the 1980s and 1990s. These 
estimates are causal: They suggest moving a given child to a new area would in fact cause him or 
her to do better or worse. 

In the new estimates, Manhattan ranks among the worst counties in the country for girls from 
lower-income families.  

Here, better or worse is measured by the household incomes of children in early adulthood. This 
makes New York look worse than it would if individual incomes were used, because it, along 
with Northern California, has some of the lowest marriage rates in the country. Manhattan is 
actually better than most of the country at raising the individual incomes of poor girls. Marriage 
rates, too, are strongly affected by where children grow up. 

For a family with a parent in his or her 40s, the 25th percentile corresponds to an annual income 
of about $30,000; the 50th percentile to about $60,000; the 75th percentile to about $100,000; 
and the top 1 percent to more than $500,000. Estimates are based on children born between 1980 
and 1986, and their neighborhoods in the 1980s and 1990s. Median rent is for 2000, in 2012 
dollars. At the 25th percentile, the margin of error for each of the county estimates is around 
$1,100.  

Source: Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren, “The Impacts of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational 
Mobility”  

By GREGOR AISCH, ERIC BUTH, MATTHEW BLOCH, AMANDA COX and KEVIN QUE 
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