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The goal of this report is to continue to take the pulse of the Ann Arbor region in comparison to a specific 
competitive set of technology-driven communities and their economies on a regular basis. The objective is 
not to make policy recommendations, but to provide clear, unbiased data with regional analysis on a series 
of metrics that are often applied without context. 

Ann Arbor SPARK worked with various groups of stakeholders to produce the initial list of regions and 
metrics in 2017. This 2022 update has the same goal: develop a comprehensive, accurate picture of the 
region in comparison to competitor regions. It is important to note that the data used in this report does 
not yet include the full economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The data and analysis for each metric 
will answer some questions, and hopefully spur additional thought, questions, and action. 

University R&D Expenditure — 1st

• No change in ranking among competitive set.
• This ranking was expected; the University of Michigan is a world-class institution with a well-funded, nationally 

recognized research complex. 
• Question to consider as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic: how have R&D expenditures shifted as a result of the 

pandemic and what shifts can we anticipate in the future? 

Population Movement — 2nd

• Washtenaw County moved up to second from third, which is a continuation of the improvement related to net 
migration detailed in our 2020 report. 

• Washtenaw County is still the most popular destination for movers within Michigan and we continue to attract 
people from out of state.

Share of Remote Jobs — 3rd

• New metric due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
• The high ranking implies that a lot of existing jobs within Washtenaw County are tech-based and easily done from 

home, which is in line with the increasing number of tech-based jobs in Washtenaw County’s economy. However, 
the negative impact on the people-facing businesses (restaurants, transportation, retail) that had grown 
significantly since the last recession are substantial and severe due to the COVID-19 pandemic and related 
restrictions placed upon businesses. 

• This ranking indicates a “readiness” to shift to remote work — the communities ranked highest on this metric 
include those regarded as “tech hubs” like Austin, Boulder, and San Francisco.  

• The implications of this metric are still being played out by the pandemic – some companies in costly cities (like 
San Francisco) are allowing all employees to work remotely indefinitely and recruiting people from all over the 
world. For a market like Ann Arbor, the final consequences remain to be seen. 

• Due to the high ranking, the worst effects of COVID-19 on the Washtenaw County economy may be muted for 
many workers in the region. However, the share of work that can be performed remotely is not equally 
distributed by industry, race, or socioeconomic status.

Venture Capital Activity — 3rd

• No change in ranking among competitive set. 
• Berkeley and Boulder’s levels of VC activity continue to skyrocket; in this analysis they are almost outliers, 

requiring a much larger range and rendering the differences between the rest of the pack nearly 
indistinguishable.

• As a result of controlling for population, Ann Arbor continues to rise above the rest. 
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Housing Affordability — 7th

• There is a perception of Washtenaw County as an expensive housing market. This is borne out in the data when 
comparing to Midwestern and rust belt cities. However, when comparing to Austin, Berkeley, Boulder, and 
Portland, Ann Arbor is relatively affordable. 

• The overall trend is toward a more expensive housing market, and this is not unique to Washtenaw County. Still, 
Washtenaw County is decidedly less affordable within Michigan. 

• Question to consider: how will the 2022 increase in mortgage interest rates impact the housing market both 
nationally and in the Ann Arbor region? 

Percentage of People Experiencing Poverty — 4th

• This was a new metric in 2018, originally termed ‘income inequality’ and measured using the Gini coefficient 
(ranked 13th in 2018).

• The 2017 poverty rate in Washtenaw County was 12.9%, while the three-year average percentage of ALICE 
respondents was 21%. This means that for 2017, 33.9% of respondents were either very low income or could not 
earn enough money for necessities for themselves and their families.

*Note that since we do not have 2018 data for ALICE or anything beyond 2018 data for poverty statistics, we cannot conclude anything regarding poverty 
and access to opportunity in 2022.. 

• This is a new way of measuring equality and access to opportunity. Paired with other metrics like housing 
affordability and unemployment, this paints a significantly different picture of the competitive set. Including it in 
the report is necessary to understand that while many of these regions are listed on “best places” lists and touted 
as high growth technology economies, these benefits are not enjoyed by everyone. There is a tendency to overlook 
large segments of the population whose financial position prevents them from accessing basic opportunities and 
building wealth.

• The range of values is much starker than the discussion of inequality in the previous study, where the difference 
between the top and bottom was very small. Here, the top ranked community has approximately 25 percent of the 
population as either ALICE or in poverty — and the lowest ranked community is closer to 45%. This may indicate 
many things, including the extent of historical geographic segregation by socioeconomic status and race. 

• In the context of a pandemic-related recession, these disparities may grow. The future success of these 
communities is directly tied to the financial stability of fragile households.

Driving Industry Employment — 9th

• Washtenaw County remained steady in ninth place when compared to peer regions. 
• For all years of data, it’s important to note that Hennepin County (Minneapolis) is home to many Fortune 500 

headquarters with lots of employees. It may be worth examining which industries make up the bulk of this 
employment, and whether the driving industry is a key component of that or not.

The Labor Market — 9th for Labor Force Participation, 6th for Unemployment
• Washtenaw County remained steady in the rankings for unemployment but improved in the rankings for labor 

force participation. We are at around the same levels as before, but now with the historic relationship between 
metrics; inversely proportional rather than directly proportional. Unemployment went down and labor force 
participation went up.

• Before the pandemic, the unemployment rate in Washtenaw County was low and falling, but we remained steady 
in the unemployment rankings because labor was tighter in other places (unemployment fell further in other 
places than in Washtenaw). 

• Question to consider: how will labor force participation continue to shift as we recover economically from the 
pandemic? 
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Metric
Current 

Rank

Trend from 
2020 Report 

Rank

2020 
Report
Rank

Level/
Previous 

Level
MI Level

U.S. 
Level

Top Community

University R&D 
Expenditure

1st 1st $1.68 B
$1.53 B

$2.7B $83.6B
Ann Arbor, MI

(U-M)

Population 
Movement

2nd 3rd
+11,469
+11,669

net migration

-23,670
net migration

N/A
Raleigh/

Wake County, NC

Share of 
Remote Jobs

3rd N/A
(new data not available)

3rd 44.9% N/A 37%
Boulder/ 

Boulder County, CO

Remote Work 6th N/A
(new metric)

-

.6 
Remote Work 

Index

4.8% 
Work From 

Home 

N/A

4.5%

N/A

5.7%

Austin/ 
Travis County, TX

Boulder/
Boulder County, CO

Venture 
Capital Activity

3rd 3rd 9.0 
10.9

.85 1.0
Boulder/ 

Boulder County, CO

Housing 
Affordability*

7th 7th 4.1
4.2 

2.9 3.7
Pittsburgh/ 

Allegheny County, PA

% in Poverty 
and ALICE

4th 4th 34.0%
33.9%

40% 42.1%
Madison/

Dane County, WI

Driving Industry 
Employment

9th 9th  
14.9% 
15.0% 

15.3% 11.9%
Minneapolis/ 

Hennepin County, MN

Multi-Family 
Rent

7th N/A
(new metric)

- $1,307 N/A N/A Bloomington, IN

Office $/SF
Rent

6th N/A
(new metric)

- $24.80 N/A N/A Bloomington, IN

Unemployment 
Rate

6th 6th  
4.4% 
3.0%

5.1%
(2021)

5.9%
(2021)

Madison/ 
Dane County, WI

Labor Force 
Participation 
Rate

9th 10th 
65.0% 
64.3%

61.9%
(2019)

63.6%
(2019)

Austin/ 
Travis County, TX

6* Ranking for 2020 report modified to reflect new calculation methodology.

Key Findings
Updated 2022
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Many of the selected regions were chosen due to their inclusion in anecdotal 
comparisons to the Ann Arbor region. Austin, TX, is a perfect example. There are 
many similarities to Ann Arbor, but when comparing available services and city 
policy, it is helpful to remember that Austin is eight times larger than Ann Arbor. 
Where possible, the data have been normalized for population. This is not always 
feasible, and the following graphs can be used as contextual reference points. 
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County Population

City Population
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What it is: 

The amount each university 
spends on research and 
development. Much of this 
funding comes directly from the 
federal government and other 
grant sources, as well as university 
sources.

Why it matters: 

University R&D expenditures are 
important because they provide 
opportunities for risk taking, 
proving ideas, and add to the 
innovation pipeline. R&D funding 
helps to build a conduit of 
research for future innovations. 
Nationally, levels of university 
R&D spending have been growing 
in the last ten years at a greater 
pace than U-M.

The University of Michigan is 
ranked #1 against the 
competitive set in this metric 
with R&D expenditures at over 

$1.6 billion. 

Rank: 1st
of 14

level: $1.68 billion
trend: 
top 5 average: $1.29 billion
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University R&D Expenditures
Industry Specific Expenditures

U-M Industry 
Specific Spending
Among all U.S. universities, 
industry specific research 
spending at the University of 
Michigan is ranked as follows: 

#2 Overall 
(behind Johns Hopkins)

#7 in Engineering

#5 in Life Sciences

#10 in Health Sciences

U-M’s investment in these fast-
growing fields exceeds that of 
many elite universities such as 
UC Berkeley and Carnegie 
Mellon. Labeled the #1 public 
university in the U.S. by the Wall 
Street Journal, U-M maintains 
robust research volume and 
significant federal funding. 2019 
set a record high in annual R&D 
expenditures for the university.

$9,207

$76,739

$95,651

$152,391

$174,590

$11,265

$249,788

$200,122

$46,075

$120,976

$31,825

$100,379

$126,587

$291,887

Portland State

Clemson University

Carnegie Mellon

University of
Colorado Boulder

North Carolina State

Indiana University
Bloomington

University of Texas,
Austin

UC Berkeley

University of Pittsburgh

University of Minnesota,
Twin Cities

University of
North Carolina

Duke University

University of
Wisconsin, Madison

University of Michigan

2019 Engineering Spend (in thousands)

$2,702

$25,381

$12,103

$41,686

$120,567

$116,176

$58,063

$104,849

$294,582

$101,129

$165,804

$237,097

$261,715

$258,013

Portland State

Clemson University

Carnegie Mellon

University of
Colorado Boulder

North Carolina State

Indiana University
Bloomington

University of Texas,
Austin

UC Berkeley

University of Pittsburgh

University of Minnesota,
Twin Cities

University of
North Carolina

Duke University

University of
Wisconsin, Madison

University of Michigan

2019 Biomedical Sciences Spend (in thousands)

https://news.umich.edu/u-m-reports-record-1-62b-in-fy19-research-expenditures/


What it is: 

These are period estimates that measure 
where people lived when surveyed 
(current residence) and where they lived 
one year prior (residence one year ago). 
The data are collected continuously over a 
five-year period (in this case 2015–2019). 
The flow estimates resemble the annual 
number of movers between counties for a 
five-year period.

Why it matters: 

To be considered an innovation hub, the 
Ann Arbor region must be attractive to 
outside talent. Net population movement, 
both inter and intrastate, can potentially 
indicate the attractiveness of a region to 
outside talent, especially when viewed as 
proportional to population. As the most 
available data is 2019, we cannot assess 
the potential temporary or permanent 
impact COVID-19 has had on migration, 
and it will be important to continue to 
track the trend.  

Washtenaw County benefits 
from significant intrastate 
movement (movers to a 
different county, same state), 
and is now attracting more 
people from out of state. In 
terms of net migration, 
Washtenaw County sees a 
higher net inflow 
proportional to its population 
than most competitor 
regions.

Rank: 2nd
of 12

level: +11,469 (3.15% of pop.)

trend:
top 5 average: +13,485
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What it is: 

The percentage of the jobs in a metropolitan statistical area that can 
be performed at home, based on research from the University of 
Chicago Booth School of Business (see methodology). According to 
this research, 37% of U.S. jobs can plausibly be performed at home 
(accounting for 46% of all wages).

Rank: 3rd 
of 13

level: 44.9%
trend: N/A (new data not available)

top 5 average: 45.2%

Also included: Detroit-Warren-Dearborn and Grand Rapids-Wyoming MSAs to provide context within Michigan

Why it matters: 

This ranking indicates a “readiness” to shift to remote 
work, which in the context of a pandemic recession may 
indicate resilience. The communities ranked highest on this 
metric are regarded as tech hubs (Boulder, Austin, and San 
Francisco). Note that the geography for this metric is 
different than all other metrics. The metropolitan 
statistical area that encompasses Ann Arbor is known as 
the Ann Arbor MSA and has identical boundaries to 
Washtenaw County. However, the boundaries of the other 
MSAs are sometimes much bigger, including multiple 
counties and cities.

48.5%
45.5% 44.9% 44.8%

42.5% 41.3% 41.1%
39.1%

36.8%
35.1%

31.1% 31.1% 29.5%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Share of Jobs that can be Performed Remotely 

Ann Arbor’s presence in the 
top 5 indicates a high 
concentration of these jobs in 
a relatively small population, 
which may shield the county 
from the worst effects of the 
pandemic recession. However, 
this share of jobs is not 
equally distributed in the 
population.
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What it is: 

The Remote Work Index is a score relative to the national average 
(national avg. = 0) that encapsulates factors that reflect the current 
fraction of workers already working from home and factors that are 
expected to support the trend to work from home or work remotely in 
the future. The methodology for the measure was developed by the 
National Association of Realtors and includes 9 community 
characteristics such as broadband access, computer access, etc. (See 
‘Sources’ Section). A positive score indicates better than average, and a 
negative score indicates below average performance. Washtenaw 
County is above average nationally on this work-from-home 
compatibility index and it ranks 6th highest amongst competing 
counties. Work From Home Employees (WHE) is the percent indicating 
‘work from home’ in the American Community Survey when asked 
about commute information.  Washtenaw ranks 6th. 

Rank: 6th
of 13

level: 0.6 RWI, 4.8% WHE

Trend: N/A (new metric)

top 5 average: 0.75

Why it matters: 

This ranking indicates a 
“present ability” to perform 
remote work, which in the 
context of a pandemic 
recession may indicate long 
term resilience. The 
communities ranked 
highest on this metric are 
regarded as burgeoning or 
re-burgeoning cities in tech 
and industry (Austin, 
Raleigh, and Boulder).

Ann Arbor’s score 
represents that the 
area is an above 
average county on 
remote work 
compatibility, which 
should be important 
moving forward as 
the option to work 
from home or 
remotely is likely to 
become part of 
workforce culture.
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What it is: 

Regional concentration of venture 
capital deals, normalized for 
population. The location quotient 
measures a region’s performance 
relative to the nation. 1.0 means the 
region and the nation are equally 
concentrated, anything above 1.0 
indicates the region has a higher 
concentration than the nation. This 
metric measures venture capital deal 
count concentration (as opposed to 
value).

Why it matters: 

High levels of venture capital activity 
indicate areas of innovation. Venture 
capital is important for the growth of 
startups as venture investors tolerate 
more risk than conventional investors 
and lending institutions. Regions like 
Silicon Valley, New York City, and 
Boston often get more national 
attention for large venture capital 
activity, but smaller regions often 
have higher than average levels of 
activity when normalized for 
population. STEM workers and skills 
are becoming increasingly important 
to economic growth and innovation. 
Though not all STEM activity occurs 
in organizations labeled as such, it is 
useful to investigate new venture 
activity tagged as within this sector.

The City of Ann Arbor ranks 
third  in this metric, with VC 
activity at nine times the 
national levels.

Rank: 3rd
of 11

level: 9.0
trend: 
top 5 average: 14.1
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What it is: 

This ratio measures affordability by 
dividing the Home Value Index by the 
median income of the county. A ratio 
of 4.1 means that median home 
values are 4.1 times the median 
income. 

Why it matters: 

Housing cost is a key factor 
influencing quality of life, which 
affects a region’s ability to attract 
and retain talent. Housing 
affordability is also a measure of 
inequality and access to opportunity; 
if the ratio is high, it can indicate a 
highly segregated real estate market, 
and a high level of income inequality. 
Conversely, it is also an indicator of 
attractiveness of a housing market. 

Washtenaw County’s home 
prices have risen at a 
comparable rate to 
Michigan and the United 
States overall. However, 
within Michigan, 
Washtenaw County is the 
least affordable housing 
market of those analyzed. 

Rank: 7th 
of 11

level: 4.1
trend*: 
top 5 average: 3.4
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*Due to the unavailability of sale price data, for the new 
wave, a modified methodology was used compared to past 
reports. All waves and all comparisons have been 
recalculated with the new methodology, a formula that 
uses home value index rather than home sale price. Past 
ranking are slightly changed due to this revisions. 
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Why it matters: 

Housing cost is a key factor 
influencing quality of life, which 
affects a region’s ability to attract 
and retain talent. Rental rates are 
important to younger employees and 
home ownership rates are declining, 
especially among millennials. Office 
space cost and availability business 
overhead and profitability. 

The Ann Arbor area falls in the 
middle of the pack on both 
office space and residential 
rental affordability. 

Rank: 7th  
of 12 – Multi-Family

level: $1,307
trend: N/A (new metric) 

top 5 average: $1,141

Rank: 6th  
of 12 – Office Space

level: $24.80/SF, 8.7% vacancy
trend: N/ A (new metric) 

top 5 average: $20.36/SF, 6.5% 
vacancy
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What it is: 

The effective rental rate is defined as the rental rate averaged 
out over the term of the lease, including consideration of 
rent-free periods and incentives/concessions. This measure 
looks at residential rental in multi-family units. The price per 
square foot of office space is the asking price. Both measures 
are calculated by the National Association of Realtors for the 
second quarter of 2021.

Rental Affordability
Multi-Family and Office Space

Lowest
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What it is: 

The percentage of the population in each county that lives at or below the 
poverty line or within the asset-limited-income-constrained-employed 
group (ALICE) defined by United Way. The ALICE population includes 
households that earn above the federal poverty level, but not do not earn 
enough to afford a bare-bones household budget. For the purpose of this 
analysis, individuals below the poverty line and the ALICE population are 
combined to reflect the total population that struggles to make ends meet. 

Rank: 4th
of 11

level: 34%
trend: 

top 5 average: 33.4%

Why it matters: 

A growing body of research shows strong links 
among inequality, poverty, and opportunity. 
For example, of the factors most cited as 
driving poverty in America —education, family 
structure, race, and more — the number-one 
factor by far is the growth in inequality. There 
is a significant negative relationship between 
living in an area with greater income inequality 
and a child’s expected upward mobility. 
Therefore, it can be an illuminating metric to 
track the accessibility of economic opportunity. 
Many of the regions most associated with the 
tech boom are also the most unequal. 
Including ALICE percentages along with poverty 
highlights segments of the population that are 
often overlooked when it comes to policy 
solutions.
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What it is: 

The percentage of the total employed 
population of a region employed in driving 
industries (see page 23 for NAICS codes 
defining driving industries).

Why it matters: 

Economies grow and prosper by their 
ability to make products and deliver 
services to people and businesses outside 
their geographic regions, i.e., by exporting. 
Driving industry jobs create and support 
jobs in other local industries and propel 
economic growth. Within this competitive 
set, driving industry employment is much 
higher than the national average, 
indicating a potential area for policy focus.

Washtenaw County performs 
lower than many of its 
competitor regions in driving 
industry employment, though 
higher than the national 
average.

Rank: 9th
of 11

level: 14.9%
trend: 
top 5 average: 20.7%
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Rank: 9th 
of 11 – LFPR

level: 65.0% 
trend:
top 5 average: 71.3%

Rank: 6th 
of 11 – UI Rate

level: 4.4%
trend:
top 5 average: 3.9%

What it is: The national unemployment rate 
reflects the number of unemployed people 
as a percentage of the labor force. The labor 
force participation rate measures the 
number of people in the labor force as a 
percentage of the civilian 
noninstitutionalized population 16-years-old 
and over. In other words, it is the percentage 
of the population either working or actively 
seeking work. The picture of the labor 
market is incomplete without both metrics. 

Why it matters: The COVID-19 pandemic has 
had a strong impact on the unemployment 
rate, as many people lost jobs to the economic 
recession, the temporary closure of 
businesses, or left work due to the threat of 
illness. From 2020 to 2021, employment rates 
across the United States improved again as the 
economy re-opened and economic recovery 
began. Unemployment rates continue to be 
higher than they were pre-COVID-19. 

Measuring the Labor Market
Unemployment and Labor Force Participation Rates

Lowest

Lowest



Benchmarking 
the Gaps
Untangling the Aggregate
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“The concept and practice of equity matters more than ever for economic development work.”1

Aggregate statistics are sometimes useful, but they tend to hide disparities in opportunity. Many of our 
competitor regions were chosen because they appear in the same “best-of” lists as Ann Arbor. 
Minneapolis, for example, often shows up as one of the best, most affordable cities to live in America. 
However, it is evident given the events of the summer of 2020 (and long before), that these benefits do 
not apply to all. In this section, we attempt to tease out some of the racial differences in the metrics 
presented and let the data speak for itself. Not every metric is feasibly split, so we focus specifically on 
poverty rate, housing affordability, and unemployment.

This subject is delicate. To highlight the gaps present, we focused specifically on the differences between 
Black and African American residents and White residents of the chosen regions (using the terminology 
of the Census). 

Instead of benchmarking the raw levels of each metric, we benchmark the gaps between those two 
groups. The wider the gap, the lower the ranking. 

“You can’t manage what you don’t measure.”1

First things first — setting the context in terms of population. In 2018, 13% of the U.S. population 
identified as Black or African American. Looking at our competitive set, some regions exceed the national 
average, while others fall far below:
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1Karp, R., & Sutherland-Brown, A. (2020). Data, People and Place. Economic Development Journal, 19(3), 5-11.
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Benchmarking the Gaps
Do the Economic Benefits of the Region Apply to All? 



The percentage of African-American households 
Washtenaw County in poverty is 11.6% higher than 
White households. This is a small decrease from a gap of 
12.7% in the previous period, and Washtenaw country 
now ranks 4th instead of 6th in this metric.

In none of the competitive set is the result of the 
equation (Poverty Rate[Black] - Poverty Rate[White]) 
negative. The effects of poverty are clearly borne more 
by one group than another. 

Rank: 4th  
of 9 

level: 11.6%
top 5 average: 11%

What it is: 

The difference between the percentage of the Black or African 
American population and the percentage of the White 
population in each county that lives at or below the poverty line. 
In every single county chosen, that difference is positive.

Why it matters: 

In each region, a larger percentage of 
the Black or African American 
population experiences poverty than 
the White population. Any policy 
aimed at reducing poverty should 
consider the systemic drivers of this 
gap. Notably absent from this 
evaluation are Boulder, CO, and 
Bloomington, IN, whose Black 
populations are too small and there is 
no data present in the census at that 
level.
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What it is: 

The difference between the housing 
affordability ratio for the White population 
and the Black or African American 
population. This ratio measures 
affordability by dividing the median home 
price (which is the same for both groups) 
by the median income (which differs 
widely between groups).

Why it matters: 

Buying a home is one of the 
steppingstones toward building wealth. 
Poverty rate and housing affordability 
highlight some of the major generators of 
the racial wealth gap. The differences 
highlighted here illustrate a high level of 
income inequality across the board. 

Rank: 3rd
of 10 

level: 2.2
top 5 average: 1.9

In every county in the competitive set, income inequality makes 
housing less affordable for the Black population, regardless of 
home price. In Washtenaw County, house prices are 3.8 times the 
median income for the White population and 6 times the median 
income for the Black or African American population.

*Due to the unavailability of certain data, for the most current wave of data, a modified methodology was used compared to past reports. All waves 
and all comparisons have been recalculated with the new methodology, a formula that uses home value index rather than home sale price. 

25

0.1

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.8

2.9

3.9

4.2

4.7

8.4

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Monroe County

Allegheny County

Washtenaw County

Greenville County

Wake County

Travis County

Multnomah County

Dane County

Hennepin County

Alameda County

Gap in Housing Affordability

3.1

4.7

5.6

4.5

6

5.4

6.1

7.2

9.5

7.9

8.2

16.1

3

2.7

3.5

2.4

3.8

3.1

3.3

4.3

5.6

3.7

3.5

7.7

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Monroe County

Michigan

United States

Allegheny County

Washtenaw County

Greenville County

Wake County

Travis County

Multnomah County

Dane County

Hennepin County

Alameda County

Housing Affordability by Group

White Black

Gap: Housing Affordability
Lowest



Rank: 6th 
of 11 – UI Rate

level: 4.4%
trend:
top 5 average: 3.9%

What it is: 
The national unemployment rate reflects the number of 
unemployed people as a percentage of the labor force. This 
metric reflects the difference between the White population 
unemployment rate and the the Black or African American 
unemployment rate in each county.

Why it matters: 
Unemployment is often discussed in the 
aggregate, lumping everyone in a region 
together. Policy decisions are made from 
these aggregations, perhaps leaving some 
people behind. This data is from 2019, 
and so doesn’t reflect the true effect of 
COVID-19.

Black and African American unemployment in Washtenaw 
County is 4.2 percent higher than White unemployment. Even 
pre-pandemic, when all counties in the competitive set were 
enjoying positive job growth and a steady decline in 
unemployment, the Black and African American segments of 
the population experienced unemployment at a higher rate 
than the white population for every region except Boulder, CO.

Gap: Unemployment Rate
Highest



None of these metrics operates in a vacuum. The metrics chosen for this study all influence 
one another. 

Imagine an idea which originates in the University of Michigan as a result of R&D funding and 
makes its way into the community by way of venture-funded startup. The fledgling company 
does well in its first few years, growing quickly and hiring a diverse group of people. Due to 
the complex nature of its product, new recruits are often brought in from other regions —
and must grapple with a unique housing market. The company may encounter difficulties in 
hiring people from out of state and must raise awareness of the region and its attributes. At a 
certain point, local economic development will take notice of the company and its growth, 
marking its impact on the ecosystem. As the company continues to grow, it encounters 
scarcity of labor and decides to hire both locally and remotely. Underpinning the community’s 
response to meeting the needs of such a growing company to stay and flourish here will be its 
efforts to reduce income disparities that hold back a portion of the region’s population from 
fully participating in an expanding economy.

Pre-pandemic, Washtenaw County had finally begun to attract more people from out of state 
than it was losing. Though housing prices were increasing, the county managed to remain 
competitive relative to the chosen group (but, less affordable within Michigan). The region 
was experiencing a persistent decline in unemployment, finally accompanied by a rise in 
labor force participation rate, and the University continued to invest heavily in research and 
development. 

In the context of a pandemic recession, benchmarking based on older data might seem 
problematic. On the contrary — if the goal is to make real progress in the recovery, it is 
important to know the baseline. Some of the issues brought to head in the current recession 
were present beforehand, some were not. 
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Key Findings
Benchmarking Dashboard: 2022

Region (alpha 
order by city)

University 
R&D 
Expenditure 
Rank

Population 
Movement 
Rank

Share of 
Remote 
Jobs

Venture 
Capital 
Activity 
Rank

Housing 
Affordability 
Rank

% in Poverty 
and ALICE

Driving 
Industry 
Employ-
ment Rank

UI Rate Rank LFP Rate Rank
Gap: % in 
Poverty

Gap: 
Housing 
Affordability

Gap: UI Rate

Ann Arbor, 
MI/Washtenaw 
County, MI

1st  2nd 3rd 3rd 7th 4th 9th 6th 9th 4th 3rd 6th

Austin, TX/Travis 
County, TX 8th 7th 2nd 5th 8th 9th 5th 7th 1st 1st 6th 2nd

Berkeley, 
CA/Alameda 
County, CA 

7th 10th 4th 2nd 11th 6th 4th 10th 7th 6th 10th 8th

Bloomington, 
IN/Monroe 
County, IN

9th 1st 12th 11th 2nd 11th 10th 2nd 11th
Not 

enough 
data 

1st 3rd

Boulder, 
CO/Boulder 
County, CO 

11th 3rd 1st 1st 10th 3rd 2nd 8th 6th
Not 

enough 
data 

Not 
enough 

data 
1st

Greenville, 
SC/Greenville 
County, SC

13th 5th 11th 6th 3rd 8th 3rd 3rd 10th 5th 4th 4th

Madison, 
WI/Dane County, 
WI

2nd 6th 5th 8th 6th 1st 6th 1st 3rd 4th 8th 7th

Minneapolis, 
MN/Hennepin 
County, MN

5th 9th 7th 9th 5th 2nd 1st 5th 2nd 9th 9th 9th

Pittsburgh, 
PA/Allegheny 
County, PA

6th, 12th 11th 9th 4th 1st 7th 7th 11th 8th 7th 2nd 11th

Portland, 
OR/Multnomah 
County, OR

14th 8th 8th 7th 9th 10th 11th 9th 5th 8th 7th 10th

Raleigh, 
NC/Wake 
County, NC

3rd, 4th, 
10th 4th 6th 10th 4th 5th 8th 4th 4th 3rd 5th 5th
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In this report, we use a series of common measures to determine the strength of the Ann Arbor region in 
comparison to select competitor regions in the United States. 

Each region and metric was chosen with input from community members, local CEOs, and a review of the 
existing benchmarking literature from local economic development agencies, think tanks, and academics. 
Depending on the metric, county data or city data may be used. Each metric is evaluated using the data 
available at the time of collection. Most often the data available is from no later than 2017. It is dependent 
upon the data source and whether the metric has been normalized for population.

Regions:
Ann Arbor, MI / Washtenaw County, MI
The Ann Arbor region, home of the University of Michigan and Eastern Michigan University, recognized for 
expertise in research and development, automotive and mobility innovation, and a growing technology sector.

Berkeley CA / Alameda County, CA
Home of UC Berkeley, nationally recognized as a center for innovation (producing a large portion of Silicon Valley 
founders) and has a high concentration of venture capital investment.

Pittsburgh, PA / Allegheny County, PA
Home of Carnegie Mellon and the University of Pittsburgh, a rising eastern innovation hub, and well-known 
specifically for mobility research.

Boulder, CO / Boulder County, CO
Home of CU Boulder, an established and nationally recognized startup ecosystem and venture capital landscape, 
and an historic R&D base originating from national laboratories.  

Madison, WI / Dane County, WI
Home of the University of Wisconsin, a state capital known for its college town atmosphere, proactive science park 
development, and frequent Ann Arbor comparison.

Greenville, SC / Greenville County, SC
An up-and-coming cluster of automotive and aerospace R&D and mobility technology, not far from Clemson 
University.

Minneapolis, MN / Hennepin County, MN
Home of the University of Minnesota, a Great Lakes neighbor with an innovation hub and active entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. 

Bloomington, IN / Monroe County, IN
Home of the University of Indiana, Bloomington, and a state competitor for incentives and manufacturing talent.  

Portland, OR / Multnomah County, OR
A vibrant city with an established entrepreneurial ecosystem, home to several high caliber educational institutions, 
and competes with Ann Arbor for lifestyle rankings. 

Austin, TX / Travis County, TX
A common anecdotal comparison, Austin is home to the University of Texas and also a dynamic and internationally 
recognized entrepreneurial hub of startups and venture capital activity, as well as the capital of Texas. 

Raleigh, NC / Wake County, NC
The Raleigh/Durham region in North Carolina is a nationally recognized innovation nucleus on the east coast that 
includes the seminal Research Triangle Park, with multiple research universities and competitive incentives. 
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Metrics:
University R&D Expenditures
Measured using the National Science Foundation rankings by total R&D expenditures and expenditures by discipline/industry.

Venture Capital Activity
Measured using a location quotient analysis, which normalizes the number of venture capital deals by population. The 
quotient represents the level of venture capital activity as a multiplier of the national average. A region with a venture capital 
quotient of 1.0 has a level of activity for its population equivalent to the national average; a region with a quotient of 2.0 is 
twice as concentrated as the U.S. average. 

Population Movement
Measured using the U.S. Census Flowsmapper. These are period estimates that measure where people lived when surveyed 
(current residence) and where they lived one year prior (residence one year ago). The data are collected continuously over a 
five-year period. The flow estimates resemble the annual number of movers between counties for a five-year period.

Share of Remote Jobs 
The percentage of the jobs in a metropolitan statistical area that can be performed at home, based on research from the 
University of Chicago Booth School of Business. According to this research, 37% of U.S. jobs can plausibly be performed at 
home (accounting for 46% of all wages).

Remote Work
Index of 9 community characteristics that contribute to community readiness for remote work. Measure shown is Z-score 
indicating readiness relative to national average. Positive value indicates better readiness situation than average. Methodology
developed by National Association of Realtors.

Housing Affordability
Measured using a ratio of median income to median home value. The higher the ratio, the less likely someone earning the 
median income can afford a house.

Real Estate Affordability – Multi-Family Residential and Office Space
Effective rent per unit for multi-family is avg rent over the  time of lease accounting for concessions. Office space price per 
square foot is based on asking prices. All as reported by the National  Association of Realtors Commercial Metro Market Report  

Percent Living in Poverty and under ALICE Threshold
The percentage of the population in each county that lives at or below the poverty line or within the asset-limited-income-
constrained-employed group (ALICE) outlined by United Way. This group  contains households that earn above the Federal 
Poverty Level, but not enough to afford a bare-bones household budget.

Driving Industry Employment
SPARK defines driving industries as those represented by NAICS codes in exporting industries with economic multipliers. In 
other words, a job in a driving industry will support (multiply) jobs in other industries by selling goods and services outside our 
home region.

Measuring the Labor Market
Measured using both the unemployment rate and the labor force participation rate. 

Each page represents a single metric or a family of metrics. 
Each page also contains a quick reference box spotlighting the Ann Arbor region’s performance:

Rank: 9th
of 11  

level: 17.1%
trend: 
top 5 average: 21.8%

The Ann Arbor region’s rank 
among the chosen competitor 
regions, with #1 being top 
performance and #15 being 
worst performance in the 
category. Some metrics do not 
include data for all regions, so 
the lowest rank may change 
accordingly. 

The Ann Arbor region’s level of 
performance for the most recent year.

One-year trend for the Ann Arbor region: 

Positive     Negative    No Change

The average performance of the top five 
regions for this metric.
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Methodology continued

https://bfi.uchicago.edu/working-paper/how-many-jobs-can-be-done-at-home/
https://www.nar.realtor/research-and-statistics/research-reports/work-from-home-counties
https://www.nar.realtor/research-and-statistics/research-reports/commercial-real-estate-metro-market-reports
https://www.unitedforalice.org/


Raw Population
Source: U.S. Census data.census.gov, most recent data is 
2018
Notes: Technically, Austin TX has population in 3 counties 
in Texas, but the bulk of its population is located in Travis 
County. 

University R&D Expenditure
Source: National Science Foundation, most recent data is 
2019

Venture Capital Activity
Sources: Brookings, Pitchbook, U.S. Census (for 
population), author’s calculations, most recent data was 
VC 2020 and population 2019
Notes:
Location quotient of venture capital deals calculated 
using the following equation:
LQ = (ei/ e) / (Ei/E)
Where ei = # of local deals

e = local population
Ei = # of national deals
E = national population

Population Movement
Source: U.S. Census Flowsmapper, 2015-2019

Notes:
Net migration is the inbound migration to the reference 
county from the second county minus the outbound 
migration from the reference county to the second 
county. If net migration is negative, then the reference 
county is losing people to the second county. If net 
migration is positive, then the reference county is gaining 
people from the second county. 

MI population change overall 2019-2020, 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/MI

Housing Affordability
Sources: Zillow (Sept 2021), U.S. Census data.census.gov
(2019)

Real Estate Affordability
Source: National Association of Realtors Commercial 
Metro Market Report

Share of Remote Jobs
Sources: data comes directly from the University of 
Chicago Booth School of Business, Becker Friedman 
Institute for Economics white paper by Jonathan Dingel
and Brent Neiman. This score reported in the 2020 report 
and re-reported here remains the same.

8

Remote Work – Community Readiness 
Sources: National Association of Realtors Methodology,
U.S. Census and FCC for data, 2019 data. Index is a 
compilation of the following characteristics reported as a 
z-score relative to U.S. overall rate:
1. % households with a computer or laptop
2. % households with internet broadband access
3. % population with three or more providers
4. % workers who worked at home
5. % area that is urban
6. population growth from 2014 to 2019
7. % in information; finance and insurance; real estate, 
rental, and leasing; and professional, scientific, 
management, administrative and waste services,
8. median value of property to median household income
9. % with a mortgage > 30% of income 

Work From Home Employment Source: American 
Community Survey

Poverty Level and ALICE
Sources: U.S. Census data.census.gov, United for ALICE 
National Overview statistics, most recent ALICE data is for 
2018 for all counties except Washtenaw which was only 
available for 2019. ALICE data summed with 2018 
poverty. Poverty gap between White/Black  in gap 
analysis uses 2019 poverty information

Driving Industry Employment
Sources: University of Michigan RSQE, U.S.Census
data.census.gov, most recent data is 2019
NAICS codes used for Driving Industries:
323 Printing and Related Support Activities
325 Chemical Manufacturing
326 Plastics and Rubber Products Manufacturing
332 Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing
333 Machinery Manufacturing
339 Miscellaneous Manufacturing
484 Truck Transportation
511 Publishing Industries (except Internet)
517 Telecommunications
518 Data Processing, Hosting, and Related Services
519 Other Information Services
3341 Computer and Peripheral Equipment Manufacturing
3361 Motor Vehicle Manufacturing
54133 Engineering Services
54138 Testing Laboratories
54151 Computer Systems Design and Related Services
54161 Management and Consulting Services
54171 R&D in the Physical, Engineering, and Life Sciences

55 Management of Companies and Enterprises

Measuring the Labor Market
Sources: U.S. Census data.census.gov (2019), and Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (2021 as of 8/2021)
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Sources

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
https://ncsesdata.nsf.gov/profiles/site?method=rankingBySource&ds=herd
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2015/03/06/early-stage-venture-capital-more-regions-get-in-on-the-action/
http://pitchbook.com/
https://www.census.gov/en.html
https://flowsmapper.geo.census.gov/
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/MI
https://www.zillow.com/research/data/
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
https://bfi.uchicago.edu/working-paper/how-many-jobs-can-be-done-at-home/
https://www.nar.realtor/research-and-statistics/research-reports/work-from-home-counties
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
https://www.unitedforalice.org/national-overview
http://irlee.umich.edu/?page=irlee
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
https://www.bls.gov/lau/#cntyaa
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