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Counties of Oregon and the "Livability Index"

This section focuses on the “livability” of counties across the state using a method created by the New York Times Magazine in a story about Clay County, Kentucky1.  The Times’ scoring 
method examined county performance based on two groups of indicators: one economic, and the other health-based. Economic indicators of livability include educational attainment 
(number of residents with a college education), household income, and unemployment rate. The measures of health include disability rate, live expectancy, and obesity. 

This section presents Oregon counties in the same manner. Scores on the six measures of livability were developed. An overall index was created based on the ranking of each county 
compared to the other counties in the state, and averaged to create a single livability score. The results appear on the following pages. Each table shows how the county scored on the six 
measures, as well as the index score each achieved. In the far right column is a rank of that county compared to every county in the United States (all 3,135 of them) as scored by the New 
York Times. 

Index values are displayed in maps with colors representing where the county scored in quartiles – the lower the score, then better the county’s performance. Best scores are displayed in 
green, second best in blue, third quartile in yellow, and bottom quartile in red. 

Although the measures used by the New York Times might be controversial in terms of what determines “livability” or “hardship,” these measures are nevertheless useful for understanding 
how the economy and the residents of the counties are doing, and how they’re likely to do in the future.

1. See: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/29/magazine/whats-the-matter-with-eastern-kentucky.html
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County
Median Hhold 

Income
% with College 

Education
% 

Unemployed
% Disabled

Life 
Expectancy

% Obese Index Score
Rank (of 3,135 

Counties)

Clatsop $45,691 21.1% 6.1% 1.1% 78.3 35% 12.5 1,097

Columbia $52,739 17.4% 7.6% 1.3% 78.2 38% 18.7 1,481

Tillamook $42,957 20.3% 6.5% 1.1% 78.8 36% 14.5 1,368

Multnomah $54,024 39.2% 6.2% 1.4% 78.9 30% 7.3 597

Clackamas $66,758 31.8% 6.2% 0.7% 80.1 33% 4.0 271

Washington $63,238 39.5% 5.8% 0.6% 81.4 32% 2.2 103

Marion $46,873 20.8% 7.4% 1.4% 78.4 38% 18.0 1,546

Polk $49,781 28.5% 6.7% 1.0% 79.6 39% 11.8 989

Yamhill $58,612 22.5% 6.6% 0.8% 79.8 37% 9.3 786

Benton $47,808 48.6% 5.5% 0.7% 81.2 32% 3.7 159

Lincoln $42,342 24.0% 7.7% 1.5% 77.4 37% 22.0 1,664

Linn $45,130 16.1% 8.5% 1.7% 77.7 37% 23.8 1,828

As a region, the counties of the Northwest part of the state score best on the “livability Index.” This isn’t surprising, given the resources available 
in the urban center of the Portland Metro area. Clatsop County score is aided by its relatively low unemployment. Columbia County has a very high 
income rank, yet a low number of college educated people, especially in contrast to the rest of the region. Tillamook County is a bit low in income 
and the number of college educated in the county, but scores well on the other measures. 

Multnomah, Clackamas, and Washington all score very high on all measures with one exception – Multnomah County has a high number of disabled 
persons. This may be due to the number of disabled people moving to the Portland Metro area in search of services that they would not otherwise 
find in other parts of the state.

The mid-valley area is a mixed bag in terms of livability scores. Marion County is solidly in the middle of the pack compared to other counties in the 
state, but has high obesity and disability ranks, a bad sign when thinking about the overall health of a region. Polk County scores in the top ten in 
some measures, but has a very high obesity ranking, as does Yamhill. Benton County has the highest proportion of college educated residents in the 
state, and scores in the top five in all other livability measures except income, which is a bit low. The income measure may be weighed down a bit by 
the large number of college students in Corvallis.

Lincoln and Linn counties don’t fare as well as their neighbors in livability scores, Lincoln does well in numbers of college educated residents, but 
is near the bottom in life expectancy and percent of the population with disabilities. Linn also ranks near worst in disabilities, and has a very low 
percent of the population with a college education. 

Livability Index: Northwest Oregon
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The southwest region of the state has some of the poorest performers in the “livability Index,” with especially poor health indicators (such as 
disability and life expectancy). The one outlier is Lane County, which scores in the top ten in number of college educated, life expectancy, and low 
rates of obesity. Douglas County fares poorly in all ranking, near bottom in every livability measure except income, which is closer to the middle of 
the pack. Douglas County has been dealing with high unemployment for a long time, and has a greying population, more inclined to disability and 
obesity.

Coos and Curry counties have been dealing with high unemployment and low income since before the Great Recession, which pulls their rankling 
down. Curry has one of the highest unemployment rates in the state, and Coos County has the poorest scores in the state in disability and life 
expectancy. Josephine County also fares poorly in measures of healthy population, with scores near the bottom in disability and life expectancy (but 
fares better than some of its neighbors in obesity). 

Jackson County, with the economic engine of Medford, fares better than any of its immediate neighbors, with top-five scores on college education 
and low obesity. Disability and life expectancy are fairly good, as is income.  Medford has been struggling with high unemployment, which keeps its 
overall livability score down a bit, but it is improving. Given the advantages the Medford area has in education and health, it’s likely that it is poised 
for better times, especially if California immigrants start to arrive in the numbers they did before the Great Recession.

County
Median Hhold 

Income
% with College 

Education
% Unemployed % Disabled

Life 
Expectancy

% Obese Index Score
Rank (of 3,135 

Counties)

Lane $43,459 27.5% 6.9% 1.4% 79.3 33% 12.7 1,087

Douglas $40,605 15.2% 9.8% 1.6% 77.4 38% 29.5 2,228

Coos $37,345 17.8% 8.9% 2.1% 76.5 39% 30.5 2,379

Curry $38,017 20.4% 10.7% 1.3% 77.5 37% 25.7 1,881

Jackson $43,363 24.4% 8.6% 1.1% 78.6 32% 14.0 1,215

Josephine $38,298 16.4% 9.8% 1.8% 77.3 36% 28.5 2,198

Livability Index: Southwest Oregon
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County
Median Hhold 

Income
% with College 

Education
% Unemployed % Disabled

Life 
Expectancy

% Obese Index Score
Rank (of 3,135 

Counties)

Gilliam $45,833 16.1% 6.3% 1.4% 78.0 38% 19.3 1,599

Hood River $58,344 26.4% 5.1% 0.5% 79.4 35% 5.2 311

Sherman $44,583 14.8% 6.3% 1.5% 78.0 38% 22.7 1,842

Wasco $42,080 20.6% 6.4% 1.4% 78.0 40% 20.8 1,674

Wheeler $36,357 14.8% 7.0% 1.2% 77.5 36% 23.3 1,760

Crook $35,052 14.4% 10.2% 1.2% 78.7 35% 24.0 1,844

Deschutes $46,791 30.5% 8.2% 0.8% 80.1 28% 8.2 552

Jefferson $45,069 15.5% 9.5% 1.6% 77.9 39% 26.7 2,056

Klamath $36,885 19.5% 9.9% 1.7% 76.6 34% 27.2 1,945

Lake $40,049 19.8% 9.5% 1.7% 76.6 34% 25.0 1,959

The central part of Oregon is most definitely a mixed bag, with some of the best and worst performers on “livability.” Among the counties in the 
gorge area, Hood River scores best, ranking in the top ten in every measure of livability, even rates of the college educated – a pattern not generally 
seen in counties with agricultural roots. It’s a sign that Hood River is pivoting away from agriculture/tourism and toward new industries, as well as 
becoming an “xburb” of Portland.

Other areas of the gorge fare well in livability, with relatively low unemployment and good to middle scores on other indicators. There are some 
wrinkles, though – Wasco is near the bottom in measures of obesity. Sherman is near the bottom in college education. Wheeler is near the bottom in 
income. 

The middle section of the state – Crook, Deschutes, and Jefferson counties – took a big economic hit during the Great Recession, and it has carried 
over. Crook is near bottom in income, number of college educated residents, and unemployment, yet scores well on measures of health. Jefferson 
scores near the bottom on almost every measure except income, which is moderately good. Deschutes, though, is where the best news resides. After 
a deep slide due to the housing crisis, the Bend area is roaring back, with good scores in income and an improved unemployment picture. Added to 
that top-ten scores on all health measures and relatively high income, and it looks like the Bend area is poised for much better days going forward.

Livability Index: Central Oregon
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County
Median Hhold 

Income
% with College 

Education
% Unemployed % Disabled

Life 
Expectancy

% Obese Index Score
Rank (of 3,135 

Counties)

Morrow $48,457 11.1% 7.8% 1.0% 77.5 40% 22.7 1,941

Umatilla $48,514 14.8% 7.6% 1.2% 77.5 41% 22.7 1,887

Baker $40,348 20.5% 8.7% 1.4% 78.6 36% 20.7 1,584

Union $41,462 21.5% 7.5% 1.3% 78.3 36% 17.7 1,432

Wallowa $40,204 22.3% 9.0% 0.9% 78.6 36% 17.0 1,346

Grant $34,337 17.5% 11.2% 0.9% 78.8 35% 20.7 1,679

Harney $39,674 15.7% 10.5% 1.4% 78.8 35% 23.3 1,823

Malheur $36,318 13.7% 8.9% 1.5% 77.1 37% 30.3 2,233

The eastern side of the state is the only region that has no counties in the first (that is, best) quartile in “livability score.” Still, the east has some 
strengths, although they are somewhat undermined by a poor job market that has kept unemployment high for years.

Morrow and Umatilla score in the top ten in income level, but share the very bottom two scores in obesity rate. Both counties are also lagging behind 
other parts of the state in number of college educated residents, and life expectancy. 

Baker and Union counties manage to score in the middle of the pack on all measures of livability. Wallowa is essentially the same as the other two, but 
with a relatively low score on income. 

Grant County has favorable ranking in health measures – numbers of disabled residents, life expectancy, and obesity. But Grant is dead last in 
unemployment and income level. The local economy in Grant County has been a long-term problem. Harney and Malheur counties also score near the 
bottom in income and unemployment. These two counties also score poorly on numbers of college educated and rates of disability. Malheur has a poor 
score on rates of obesity compared to other counties in the state.

Livability Index: Eastern Oregon




