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Abstract

Study Area

The notion that the community in which a person lives shapes their social and economic
opportunities is not new, but how opportunity is to be measured, displayed, and used to guide
policy decision making remains under examined. In this study, I conduct such an examination
using data from the River Rouge area. I then present results from an opportunity mapping
analysis. I conclude with how opportunity maps can be used to change barriers that challenge
marginalized communities.

Introduction
Opportunity mapping is a way to conceptualize and visualize the varying levels of access to the
opportunities which exist throughout communities. Having high access to opportunity means
having the ability to obtain a quality education, being able to have a safe and affordable place to
live, having access to employment networks, living in a community that has access to fresh,
healthy foods, and more. Opportunity mapping illustrates the fact that poverty statistics alone
cannot capture the dynamics of living in high opportunity or low-opportunity areas. Several
different critical opportunity structures define neighborhoods, including school, employment, and
housing conditions. In this study, the maps of opportunity in River Rouge provides a more robust
evaluation of the conditions in the community and how some residents are isolated spatially from
opportunity.

Wayne County, Michigan

The City of River Rouge, Michigan borders southwest Detroit and shares history, characteristics and challenges with its larger
and better-known neighbor. The city is named after the Rouge River, (from the French “Rouge” meaning red), which flows
through a portion of the city into the Detroit River. River Rouge was first settled in 1808, incorporated as a village in 1899,
and established as a city in 1922.

Detroit

The city has 7,903 residents and is comprised of 2.65 square miles of residential land, small commercial pockets, and the
uninhabited, industrial Zug Island on the Detroit River. This once thriving community has declined since its post-war prime,
and has been particularly devastated by economic decline in recent years. Loss of jobs, including the closing of Zug Island’s
remaining steel plant and a high unemployment rate, have contributed to a run down city where struggling economic, social
and environmental sectors have eroded the opportunities for children, youth, and families to thrive (U.S. Census Bureau,
2014).

River Rouge

Community resources and access to these resources present themselves as “opportunities” to area residents, impacting not just
their quality of life but also their chances for self-advancement and fulfillment of their household needs and aspirations. The
goal of the opportunity map is to understand how a marginalized community is situated in geography of opportunity,
specifically, a community-based analysis of indicators of educational, economic, housing, health, and transportation and
mobility opportunities.
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Methods

Transportation Opportunity

Spatial distribution of opportunity and subsequent analysis was based on a number of indicators categorized under five areas of opportunity
– education, economic, housing, health, and transportation, and mobility. The opportunity maps represent the combined score based on
these five areas. The analysis used thirteen (13) indicators for which data was collected from public (e.g. Census) data sources. The
analysis was conducted using census block group level as geographic representation of River Rouge. The opportunity maps represents a
combined score based on these five categories.

Detroit

To map opportunity in the community, I used variables that are indicative of high and low opportunity. A central requirement of indicator
selection is a clear connection between the indicator and opportunity. Opportunity is defined as environmental conditions or resources that
are conducive to healthier, vibrant communities and are more likely to be conducive to helping residents in a community succeed.
Indicators could either be impediments to opportunity (which are analyzed as negative community factors, such as poverty) or conduits to
opportunity (which are analyzed as positive factors, such as having a bachelor degree).
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Conclusions
The above analysis of opportunity in River Rouge has shown that opportunity is
not evenly distributed throughout the community. In the education category, half
of the block groups scored low to vey low. Although there are higher economic
opportunity blocks, the average percentage for the category is 28%. The
opportunity for housing doesn’t paint a better picture with an overall vacancy rate
of 24%. Access to food sources are limited in River Rouge with only one grocery
and convenient store, while the remaining points consist of gas stations or liquor
stores. Limited bus stops and bus routes also present a problem in River Rouge.
These results means that River Rouge residents are disproportionately
concentrated in an opportunity-deprived community which places them within a
system of disadvantages that can ultimately impact life outcomes. However, this
geography of opportunity has the possibility to be changed. By adopting an
opportunity-oriented model of development and empowerment, we can address the
systemic and structural barriers that cumulatively work to deny opportunity and
advancement.
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Indicator
Percent of 3 Year Olds Enrolled in Nursery School, Preschool
Percent of 16-19 Year Olds Not Enrolled in High School
High School Diploma, GED, or Alternative
Bachelor Degree
Percent of Households in Poverty
Percent Unemployed
Percent of Households on Public Assistance
Vacancy Rate
Proximity to Mental Health Providers
Proximity to Primary Care Providers
Proximity to Food Sources
Proximity to Parks/Natural Areas/Tot Lots
Proximity to Transit

The final opportunity index for each census block group is based on the unweighted sum of the average percent for all indicators by
category. The corresponding level of opportunity (very low, low, moderate, high, very high) is determined by sorting all census block
groups into quintiles based on their opportunity index scores. Thus, the census block group identified as “very high” opportunity represent
the top 20% of scores among census block groups. Conversely, census block groups identified as “very low” opportunity represent the
lowest-scoring 20% of census block groups. To capture health and transportation access, a 600 feet buffer was created and spatially joined
to the block group.

