
This document summarizes the research behind the selection of economic mobility indicators used in
ThinkTennessee’s “Charting Tennessee’s Prosperity: 15 Metrics that Matter Most” framework.

ThinkTennessee reviewed several economic mobility frameworks, including The Urban Institute’s Upward
Mobility Initiative, California Forward’s California Dream Index, and Forum for Youth Investment’s Opportunity
Index, and conducted a comparative analysis to identify the similarities and differences of indicators and data
sources included in each framework. 

ThinkTennessee reviewed the research literature associated with each indicator to evaluate its demonstrated
connection to economic mobility. A summary of the research reviewed and the sources can be found in the
citations below.

Indicators were then assessed again for merit before being selected. The framework was shared with
ThinkTennessee’s board of directors, advisory board members, and policy peers for feedback. However, none of
the comments received altered the initial set of indicators selected for the framework.  

1.     Workers Earning Living Wages

The “Workers Earning Living Wages” indicator identifies the share of workers who earn an hourly wage equal
to or higher than the state’s living wage for a two-working-adult, one-child household. For Tennessee, the living
wage is $20.25/hour as of January 2025. Living wages were selected as a metric for upward mobility as they
benchmark the income required for a worker to meet their family’s basic needs in a state’s specific economy
and cost of living. Higher wages have also been associated with better emotional and physical health factors, as
well as higher educational attainment levels. Bhatia & Katz (2001) also identified positive health and living
outcomes for workers when adopting a living wage standard, including the reduction of premature deaths, an
increase in high-school completion, and a reduced risk of early childbirth.
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2.     Adults Avoiding Care Due to Cost

The “Adults Avoiding Care Due to Cost” indicator estimates the share of adults that forgo medical care due to
cost as part of the civilian non-institutionalized population 18 years and over. This metric was chosen because
research shows that health is a critical factor for economic mobility. Avoiding medical care can lead to
emotional, physical, and financial hardship due to poor preventative care, missed disease diagnoses, or a lack
of emergency care. People from racial and ethnic minorities are more likely to forgo medical care due to cost.
The care gap is also more significant for adults without a high school degree (SHADAC, 2019). Access to medical
care can reduce the likelihood of hospitalizations for chronic conditions (Birdman et al., 1995), increase
preventive health service utilization (Ettner, 2011), and improve overall health (Freeman et al., 2011).
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3.     Post-High School Educational Attainment

The “Post-High School Educational Attainment” indicator measures the percentage of people aged 25 to 64
with at least an associate’s degree and was chosen because of the extensive evidence that educational
attainment beyond a high school diploma or equivalent – including community college, technical college, and
career and technical certifications (CTE) – is linked to higher wages and higher lifetime earnings. In addition,
Rothstein (2017) finds that post-high school educational attainment is more strongly linked to economic
mobility than other indicators, including high school graduation rates or 3rd-grade test scores, though those
indicators are also important to economic mobility.
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4.     Voter Turnout (Presidential Election)

The “Voter Turnout (Presidential Election)” indicator is measured as the percentage of the eligible voting
population who cast a ballot in the last presidential election cycle, as reported by the state’s leading election
authority. Research shows that political participation can empower individuals with different demographic
attributes – especially economically disadvantaged communities and racial and ethnic minorities – to elect and
communicate with representatives that align with their policy attitudes and needs. According to Blakely et
al. (2011), the increasing gap in voter turnout among income levels has significant effects on self-assessed
health status, where lower-income households participate less and perceive themselves with poor health. Voter
turnout as a proxy for citizen participation in public affairs is related to psychological empowerment for
leadership (Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988).
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5.     Renter Housing Affordability

The “Renter Housing Affordability” indicator identifies the share of renter-occupied units where renters
spend less than 30% of their income on housing costs. This metric was selected because of the role rent as a
share of income has on the long-term stability of renter households and the likelihood of transitioning to
homeownership (Pew Charitable Trusts, 2018). When there are high rent costs, households reduce other living
expenses to afford housing. Most renter-occupied households with children are rent-burdened, with rates
increasing among Black or African American and Hispanic or Latino households (Aratani et al., 2011). Higher
rent burdens (30% or more of the household’s income spent on rent) increase the likelihood of poor self-
reported health and avoiding medical care (Melzer & Schwartz, 2015), childhood obesity (Nobari et al., 2019),
and grade retention (Aratani et al., 2011).
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6.     Total Incarceration Rate

The “Total Incarceration Rate” indicator accounts for the number of people who are confined in state, local,
juvenile, federal, or other correctional facilities per 100,000 residents. The metric provides insight into the
community’s criminal justice system in the allocation of justice and its effects on social and health outcomes.
Racial disparities are prevalent among incarcerated populations, with Black or African Americans and Hispanic
or Latinos incarcerated at a rate at least twice as high as non-Hispanic whites (Bronson & Carson, 2019). The
incarceration rate also disproportionally affects youth and uneducated populations. The negative effects of
incarceration can persist even after individuals re-enter society by creating barriers to participation in the labor
force (Schnittker & John, 2007) – especially among Black or African American men (Pager, 2007). Additionally,
confinement rate has a detrimental impact on life expectancy at birth and infant mortality (Wildeman, 2012).
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7.     Labor Force Participation Rate

The “Labor Force Participation Rate” indicator measures the percentage of the total civilian, non-
institutionalized working-age population (16+) that is either working or actively looking for work. Labor force
participation is a key contributor to economic success both at an individual and societal level and can also
reinforce individual feelings of autonomy and a sense of belonging. Research finds that new job takers are
characterized by achieving adequate employment, while previously unemployed labor force participants
experience rates of inadequate employment – such as involuntary part-time and low-wage employment
opportunities (Lichter et al., 1991). Inadequate employment and unemployment lead to a decline in physical
health and an increase in depressive symptoms, as well as a loss of self-esteem, morale, and life satisfaction
(Dooley et al., 2000; Brand, 2015).
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8.     Home Ownership

The “Home Ownership” indicator reflects the percentage of households who own their homes and serves to
measure residential stability as an instrument for positive social, financial, and health outcomes. Home
ownership is the leading contributor to wealth building and residential stability for Black or African American
households (McCargo & Choi, 2020). Furthermore, it positively contributes to children’s social and emotional
well-being, reducing the likelihood of emotional distress (Vandivere et al., 2006). Alternatively, Kull et al. (2015)
find that higher rates of residential moves are linked to higher occurrences of intimate partner violence,
relationship instability, job changes, and substandard housing.
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