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The Lehigh Valley Research Consortium, (LVRC), has been tracking quality of life indicators 
of our region since 2007. As a research center focused on the Lehigh Valley, administered 
through the Lehigh Valley Association of Independent Colleges (LVAIC), we engage in 

meaningful community-based research that informs the community about political, economic,  
social, health, and environmental issues in a regional context.

Recognizing the growing regional identity of the Lehigh Valley and the interdependence of 
people, organizations and markets, the LVRC serves as a resource to improve the lives of residents of 
Lehigh and Northampton counties. As a source of research and information for Lehigh Valley gov-
ernments, non-profits, businesses and citizens, we provide three primary services for our community:

Data collection and analysis: including the creation of a meta-data set of over 300  
community indicators at the county, municipal and school district level free to the community.

Community outreach: through the collaboration of LVAIC faculty, the LVRC has completed 
research studies for many local organizations including St. Luke’s Hospital and Health Network, 
Good Shepherd Rehabilitation Hospital, United Way of the Greater Lehigh Valley, Northampton 
County, the city of Allentown, and the city of Easton. Research reports are available to the entire 
community on our website.

Student and faculty development: The LVRC provides undergraduate and graduate  
students the chance for hands-on research experience in empirical studies and enhances opportunities 
for both interdisciplinary and cross-institutional collaboration for faculty and students.  
University participation in local issues creates possibilities for community members to build  
relations with faculty and participate in LVRC events held on local college campuses. 

The State of the Lehigh 2011, Community Trends at a Glance examines community trends in our 
counties, municipalities and school districts. When possible, we compare indicators over time and  
to the United States. For some of the economic and inclusion indicators we compare our larger  
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) to similar MSAs as a generalizable peer group. These MSAs 
were selected because they are similar in population size and are located in the northeastern part of 
the United States. We refer to these locations as comparable metro areas. This report also highlights 
the results of our community health study, sponsored by St. Luke’s Health and Hospital Network.

This report is intended to be used as an information source for residents of the Lehigh  
Valley. It is one method to inform the community of emerging issues and provides useful information 
to make informed policy choices. We invite you to visit our website www.lehighvalleyresearch.org  
to learn more about the LVRC or contact Michele Moser Deegan, Director of the LVRC at  
deegan@lehighvalleyresearch.org.

www.lehighval leyresearch.org
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ExECuTivE Summary

Using the indicators presented in this report, we assess changes 
in our economic and social well-being over time and across key 
comparison groups. Overall, results suggest that the Lehigh Valley is 
in a better position economically and socially than in the recent past, 
however, there are still many challenges that must be addressed in 
order for the region to be a successful example of regional prosperity 
and well-being. 

Economic Conditions
• While the Lehigh Valley had been growing faster before the 

recession, we have had a slower recovery rate than most regions, as 
well as a slower rate than the state of Pennsylvania as a whole.

• While our employment growth was higher in 2010 than our 
comparison groups, the Lehigh Valley’s employment growth was 
lower in 2011.

• Average wage information in 2010 revealed a slight negative 
relationship between employment growth and earnings, but the rela-
tionship was weaker in 2011, suggesting that the economic recovery 
is spreading to lower paying jobs.

• In spite of our many colleges and universities, the Lehigh Val-
ley, like our comparison groups in Pennsylvania, has a less educated 
workforce than the comparison metro areas outside of Pennsylvania.

Inclusion and Affordability
• Median household income, which has fallen since the eco-

nomic downturn, is higher in the Lehigh Valley than in Pennsylvania 
and the United States as a whole. However, as is the case nationally, 
there are stark income disparities by race and ethnicity, particularly 
for individuals who are African American and Hispanic.

• The percentage of the population in poverty is lower in the 
Lehigh Valley region than the nation and state. While poverty cor-
relates to median household income levels when broken out by race 
and ethnicity, poverty rates for Hispanics and African Americans are 
slightly lower than average for comparable regions.

• The percentage of income for rent is in the middle range of 
our comparable metro regions, however higher than the percentage 
of income for rent for our comparable metro areas in PA and the 
state as a whole.

• Those who have mortgages also have a higher percentages of 
their incomes allocated for housing costs than other regions.

• In the Lehigh Valley, over one-half of individuals with incomes 
below $15,000 are not able to afford healthy food and must make 
sacrifices in bills to afford food. One in five adults aged 30-44 cannot 
afford healthy food. Over 20% of those who cannot afford healthy 
food are non-White.

•During the 2010-11 school year, graduation rates in 16 Lehigh 
Valley public school districts exceeded the state-wide education stan-
dard of 85% and many exceeded the state average graduation rate of 
91%. 

Quality of Life
• The results of the 2011 Quality of Life Survey indicate that 9 

out of 10 Valley residents were positive about life in the region. At 
the heart of this sentiment are strong evaluations of the quality of the 
area as a place to raise a family, with 2011 results showing the largest 
number of Valley residents classifying family raising conditions in the 
region as excellent. 

• In the Lehigh Valley, air quality, measured by the US Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency’s Air Quality Index, appears to have 
worsened in 2011, particularly for older adults, children and indi-
viduals who are active outdoors. Ozone level exceedance days for 
Lehigh and Northampton counties were higher than most counties 
of comparable metro areas.

• The number of nonprofit arts organizations per 100,000 of the 
population is lower in the Lehigh Valley than in the state as a whole. 
This drop occurred prior to the economic downturn. Arts organiza-
tion revenue per capita also lags behind the state average and tracks 
the early and late decade recessions.

• Student achievement, as measured by the Pennsylvania System 
of School Assessment, suggests improvement across all 17 Lehigh 
Valley public school systems. Since the inception of the exams, math 
scores showed the largest improvement.

• Juvenile offenses continue to follow the pattern of adult of-
fenses, which are on the decline. In both counties juvenile offenses 
for property and crimes against persons have decreased in spite of the 
economic downturn.

Special Focus: Community Health
• About 47% of respondents to a survey administered by the 

LVRC in 2011 indicate that their overall health is very good or 
excellent, 44% state that it is good, and about 10% report that their 
general health is poor or very poor. These figures are more positive 
than the statewide data reported through the Pennsylvania Behav-
ioral Health Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), which notes 
that about 15% of PA residents report that their overall health is 
poor or very poor. Older adults tend to have more negative percep-
tions of personal overall health, Hispanics living in the Lehigh Valley 
communicate significantly more negative perceptions and greater 
frequency of health related problems than do non-Hispanics across 
all geographic regions. 

• Mental health disparities are greater than are physical health 
disparities. A greater number of respondents report 8 or more sick 
days in the last month due to problems with mental health than with 
physical health. Mental health is significantly related to income, sex, 
and ethnicity. Low-income respondents, women, and Hispanics were 
much more likely to report experiencing depression than were other 
sub-groups of the population. Likewise, residents of the Allentown 
region were twice as likely to report feeling depressed than were 
residents in the northen parts of our region. 
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rEfErEnCE mapS

• Teenage birthrates are higher in Lehigh County than 
Northampton County and the statewide average but lower 
than the national average. Teenage pregnancy rates in 2010 
are lower for the Lehigh Valley than the national average.

• Rates of obesity are slightly lower in Lehigh County 
(27%) than in Northampton County (29%); more than 
one-third of all survey respondents report being told by a 
medical professional that they are overweight or obese.

• In terms of oral and dental health, close to 20% of the 
Lehigh Valley population has not visited a dentist or dental clinic 
in over five years. Income is the single largest predictor of 
access to dental care among survey respondents; more than 
30% of low-income respondents have not seen a dentist in 
more than 5 years.

 Lehigh Valley Municipalities 
For this analysis, the Lehigh Valley is comprised of Lehigh and 

Northampton counties and the 62 cities, boroughs and townships within 
these boundaries. As shown in the map, the largest population growth 
over the last decade occurred in the townships, particularly the eastern 
border of Northampton County and western Lehigh County. The popu-
lation of our cities grew, although not as rapidly, while several boroughs 
lost residents, particularly along the northern borders.

Source. US Bureau of the Census 2010 Population Survey
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Lehigh Valley School Districts

School districts are also a point of comparison in this report. There 
are 17 public school districts within the Lehigh Valley. These school dis-
tricts educate over 97,000 students. There are also nearly 11,000 students 
enrolled in K-12 private schools and under 1,000 that are home-schooled. 
Overall, our school districts exceed state education goals. For example,  
during the 2010-11 school year, graduation rates in 16 Lehigh  
Valley public school districts exceeded the state-wide education 
standard of 85% and many exceeded the state aver-
age graduation rate of 91%. Graduation rates 
ranged from a low of 71% in Allentown 
to a high of 97% in Parkland, 
Southern Lehigh, White-
hall-Coplay, and Nazareth 
Area districts. 

Comparable Metro Areas

For some indicators, the Lehigh Valley Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) is the point of comparison. The MSA 
is defined by the US Office of Management and Budget as a region with at least one urbanized area of 50,000 or more 
population, plus adjacent territory that has a high degree of social and economic integration with the core as measured 
by commuting ties. In our region, the MSA is comprised of Carbon, Lehigh and Northampton counties in PA and 
Warren County, NJ. The 16 comparison MSAs were chosen as our peer group for this report as they are all located in 
the northeastern part of the United States and they are similar in population size to the Lehigh Valley. When discuss-
ing economic indicators we also include indicators on New Jersey, which has many regions that are economic competi-

tors to the LV. We use the state average as most 
of New Jersey is part of either the New York City 
or Philadelphia MSA areas, making individual 
MSA comparisons difficult. 

Comparable Metro Areas
• Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY
• Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT
• Harrisburg-Carlisle, PA
• Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT
• Lancaster, PA
• Manchester-Nashua, NH
• New Haven-Milford, CT
• Portland-South Portland-Biddeford, ME
• Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY
• Reading, PA
• Rochester, NY
• Scranton-Wilkes Barre, PA
• Springfield, MA
• Syracuse, NY
• Worcester, MA
• York, PA
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EConomiC GrowTh

Methodology and Meaning: The rate of unemployment is a widely used measure of economic wellbeing that indicates the 
interplay between workers’ ability to find jobs and employers’ willingness to take on new hires. Through a random sample of 
60,000 households each month, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) collects data on about 110,000 individuals age 16 and 
older, asking them if they had a job during the previous week. If so, they were employed; if not, and if during the previous week 
they looked for a job, then they are unemployed. All others are not in the labor force and thus are not part of the calculated 
unemployment rate. The BLS survey is geographically representative, thus providing statistics for local areas such as the Met-
ropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) that contains the Lehigh Valley: Lehigh, Northampton, Carbon, and Warren (NJ) Counties. 

Although an important measure of the current economic situation, the unemployment rate is not an accurate measure of 
all dimensions of social distress, particularly during a downturn as significant as the recent recession. It is also known as a 
“lagging indicator” because unemployment typically remains high even as the economy begins to recover. This feature of a 
slow recovery to full employment has become more of a concern in the United States during the past two decades. It may be 
further evidence of an underlying shift in the types of jobs available that is exacerbating the economy’s difficult recovery from 
the downturn in goods and services caused by the financial crisis of 2007.

 

For more details, see http://www.bls.gov/cps/cps_htgm.htm, How the Government Measures Unemployment.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Before the recession, our 
area’s unemployment rate was at the average of the com-
parison group, and somewhat below that of the Pennsylva-
nia, New Jersey, and national averages. Since the end of the 
recession, our MSA has had one of the higher unemploy-
ment rates of the comparison group during the recovery. Of 

note, all but one of the regions in the group has had recent 
unemployment rates lower than the national average. All of 
these regions, including the Lehigh Valley, are faring better 
than the state of New Jersey as whole. Pennsylvania overall 
has recovered more quickly than most of those regions, 
including the Lehigh Valley.

unemployment
Authors: Christopher Ruebeck and Robert Root 

Unemployment by Comparable Metro Areas
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Within the peer group, the modal unemployment is 
between 7 and 7.5%, roughly a percentage point lower than 
the experience of the ABE area. There are three MSAs with 
higher unemployment: Scranton, New Haven, and Hart-
ford, suggesting that there may be regional effects associat-
ed with Connecticut and Northeast Pennsylvania—likewise 
for the higher rates in Bridgeport, CT and Springfield, MA. 
The high unemployment in Scranton and ABE fits with 
the higher unemployment in New Jersey, suggesting that 
these two areas may be suffering as a result of their close 
relationship with the New Jersey economy as compared to 
the other peer MSAs in Pennsylvania.

The regions faring better than average include 
Manchester, NH and Portland, ME. These two northern 
exurbs of Boston have significant tourist economies, which 
distinguish them from the other peer MSAs, with the 
exception of Lancaster, which also has lower than average 
unemployment. Another region with lower unemployment 
is the New York Thruway corridor, represented by peers 
Albany, Syracuse, and Rochester. It is interesting that two 
of the three MSAs incorporating a state capitol (Albany 
and Harrisburg, but not Hartford) have lower than average 
unemployment, but it is not clear that this is significant.
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Employment Growth by Comparable Metro Areas

Source: Current Employment Statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Methodology and Meaning: We compare job growth across MSAs because it is 
problematic to compare actual employment levels. (If we do compare the number 
employed to population size, our region’s employment is exactly where a regression 
line would predict it to be compared to the peer MSAs.) This data on employment from 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics measures all non-farm jobs excluding self-employed and 
unpaid workers; for example, household workers, interns, and volunteers are excluded. 
It is a measure of the pace of economic growth and opportunity. Note that the reported 
unemployment rate is from data that BLS collects in a household survey, as described 
above; it thus includes those workers excluded by this employment survey. Linkages 
between unemployment, employment growth, and wages are complicated by the exist-
ing structure of the workforce and by the inflows and outflows that occur not only due to 
aging but due to immigration and emigration into and out of from our area as well.

 
How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Job growth has been stronger across the group of peer MSAs in 2011 than it was in 2010. 
Although our region was above the group’s average job growth rate in 2010, we are slightly below average in 2011, and 
well below the rate of growth overall in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and the country as a whole. Nationally, we know that 
output is increasing at a much faster rate than hours worked and employment, reflecting a significant fall in unit labor costs 
over the past few years. This is a good sign for an overall improvement in productivity and improvements in national and 
regional income. Yet those gains for some segments of the population may not translate into gains for the less-educated and 
lower-skilled. These concerns are reflected in the unemployment data above, and more importantly in the following data on
earnings and educational attainment.

Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, PA-NJ

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT NECTA

Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY

Lancaster, PA

Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY

Syracuse, NY

Portland-South Portland-Biddeford, ME NECTA

Scranton-Wilkes Barre, PA

New Haven, CT NECTA

Harrisburg-Carlisle, PA

Springfield, MA-CT NECTA

Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT NECTA

Reading, PA

Rochester, NY

Manchester, NH NECTA

York, PA

Worcester, MA-CT NECTA

NJ

PA

US

 -1.00%  0%  1.00%  2.00%  3.00%  4.00%

2010
2011
median
2010

median
2011

Employment Growth
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Average Weekly Earnings by Comparable Metro Areas

Source: Current Employment Statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Methodology and Meaning: Median weekly earnings data are collected 
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in a random survey of 60,000 house-
holds known as the Current Population Survey and described on the 
previous page. We return to reporting the actual levels for this statistic, 
although we can read the growth based on changes from year to year.
 

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? In the previous section, 
we noted areas experiencing job growth. Although some 
areas have experienced job loss, wage growth has occurred 
in all but one of our peer areas. This growth in some areas 
appears to have been in the form of lower-wage jobs—
perhaps Manchester, Rochester—and, in particular, York, 
where averages wages have actually dropped. Although 
there is low job growth in others, wages may continue to 
grow—for example, in New Haven, Albany, and Bridge-
port. Of course, differing wages may also reflect different 
costs of living in these areas. (The wages we report are not 
adjusted for inflation. Although inflation has been very 

low, it may be a concern going forward.) If look at both 
this figure and the previous one, we can see (more clearly 
with additional statistical analyses not presented here) that 
there was a slight negative relationship between employ-
ment growth and earnings in 2010, but that relationship 
has weakened in 2011. This is likely a good sign, reflecting 
a growth in higher-paid jobs during 2010, and the recovery 
spreading to lower-paid jobs during the past year. Thus, 
in addition to evidence that unemployment rates continue 
to fall, and average wages continue to grow, we can see 
evidence for a broader economic recovery ahead.

Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, PA-NJ

Scranton-Wilkes Barre, PA

York, PA

Rochester, NY

Lancaster, PA

Reading, PA

Manchester, NH NECTA

Springfield, MA-CT NECTA

Portland-South Portland-Biddeford, ME NECTA

Harrisburg-Carlisle, PA

Syracuse, NY

Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY

Worcester, MA-CT NECTA

New Haven, CT NECTA

Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY

Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT NECTA

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT NECTA

PA

US

NJ

$0 $275 $550 $825 $1,100

2010
2011
median
2010

median
2011

average wages
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Methodology and Meaning: The American Community Survey, produced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
contains a wealth of data. We include the statistics on educational attainment to reflect an important determi-
nant in our region’s ability to prosper and compete for jobs. The educational attainment of the nation or region’s 
workforce reflects many forces, acting from within and outside the area. These include the educational institutions 
and the employers in the region, population demographics, and the types of jobs available in the area. The data 
presented here are for the population 25 years and older. Each average level show in the graph is for that level of 
education and below.
 

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Among the reasons for a 
slow recovery in employment are the depth of this recession 
and the time that it takes for employers to feel comfortable 
hiring again. Do we see in our comparison group evidence 
for a structural reason behind the slow recovery? Does the 
educational attainment of the workforce across regions 
appear to be related to the levels of unemployment? If so, 
we would expect those regions with higher unemploy-
ment generally to be those, in Pennsylvania and the other 
Northeast MSAs in the figures, that have a less-educated 25 
& older population.

Our comparison groups in Pennsylvania, like the 
Lehigh Valley, have a workforce with less education than 
the other groups. Within Pennsylvania, more of these 
regions see higher (Reading, York, Scranton, ABE) rather 
than lower (Lancaster, Harrisburg) unemployment rates. 

The pattern is, of course, not perfect, but there is a similar 
relationship across all the data for all the metropolitan areas 
reported here.

Despite the many colleges and universities in the 
Lehigh Valley, the fraction of inhabitants with graduate 
degrees and the fraction with bachelor’s degree are below 
average among our peers, though not so low as in York, 
Reading, and Lancaster. As a result, the Valley has an un-
usually large number of inhabitants whose education ended 
with high school. Presumably this is because of the long 
tradition of heavy industry in the region, though now that 
most of those jobs have left, a cultural acceptance for end-
ing education at high school will be a liability. Similarly, it 
would benefit the region to retain more of the many people 
who come here to pursue undergraduate and graduate 
degrees.

Educational Attainment Comparison by Comparable Metro Areas

Source: American Community Survey data (2005-2009) from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Educational attainment
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inCluSion and affordabiliTy

Methodology and Meaning: The incomes of residents in 
a particular area greatly affect the physical and social condi-
tions of that area. Differences in median household income 
over time and between social groups, therefore, can explain 
differences in quality of life. Further, comparing median 
household incomes in the Lehigh Valley and in comparison 
areas puts the recent economic struggles that many have 
faced into perspective. 

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? During the past 
five years, the United States has experienced and, 
according to optimists, begun to recover from a 
recession. In response to lost profits and increased 
operation expenses, some business and industries 
have resorted to job cuts. Lost wages have impacted 
the median household incomes locally, statewide, 
and nationwide. Based upon U.S. Census data, the 
steady increase in median incomes ended in 2008, 
as individuals began to feel the effects of the reces-
sion. The Census reports that the median income 
for all United States citizens, regardless of race and 
ethnicity was $50,221 in 2009 compared to $56,802 
in the Lehigh Valley. The graph on the following 
page shows these comparisons1. 

In each year, residents of the Lehigh Valley 
had higher incomes than those in the rest of the 
state and the rest of the country did. This trend is 
just general, however, and one who spends time in 
the Lehigh Valley easily notices the great economic 
disparity among its residents. A variety of factors 
accounts for this disparity. Race and ethnicity, in 
particular, play large roles. A difference of almost $30,000 
exists between the median income for Asian-Americans and 
the median income for residents who classify themselves as 
African Americans in the region.

This disparity is actually not unique to the Lehigh 
Valley. In 2009, Asian Americans had the highest median 
incomes throughout Pennsylvania and the United States. 
Although not necessarily the lowest, African Americans in 

1  The median income for Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in the 
Lehigh Valley was not available.

Pennsylvania and the United States had lower median 
incomes than the majority of other racial and ethnic groups;  
however they had a higher median income in the Lehigh 
Valley than Hispanic residents of any race. 

In comparison to their counterparts throughout the 
state and the country, most racial and ethnic groups in the 
Lehigh Valley have fared relatively well with respect to 
income. Half of the racial and ethnic groups analyzed have 
median incomes at least as high in the Lehigh Valley as  
statewide and nationwide. However, the median income for 
Hispanics in the Lehigh Valley falls short of that for the na-

Authors: Debra Wetcher-Hendricks and Michele Moser Deegan

median household income

Source: US Bureau of the Census 2010 American Community 
Survey; data collected from 2005 through 2009

Median Household Income

 2005  2006  2007  2008  2009
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Source: US Bureau of the Census 2010 American Community Survey; 
data collected from 2005 through 2009

Median Household Income by Race and Ethnicitytion, but still exceeds the median 
income for Hispanics in the state. 

Perhaps more telling com-
parison factors than the state and 
country, however, are the peer 
metropolitan areas discussed 
throughout this report. This 
comparison provides information 
about Lehigh Valley incomes in 
relation to incomes in similarly 
situated metro areas.

The graph below shows 
the range of median house-
hold incomes for various racial 
and ethnic groups in the peer 
comparison metropolitan areas. 
Purple bars indicate the median 
household incomes in the Lehigh 
Valley area and green boxes show 
the interquartile range, or middle 
50 percent, of values. 

As the purple bars indicate, 
all racial and ethnic groups in 
the Lehigh Valley have median 
incomes within the interquartile 
ranges.  However, when compar-
ing the bars of non-Hispanic 
Whites to Hispanic residents of 
any race we see a stark difference 
in the income range across com-
parable metro areas. As shown in 
the graph, the top end, or 75th 
percentile of median incomes 
for Hispanics is below the 25th 
percentile of medians for White 
non-Hispanics. Furthermore, the 
median income for the Lehigh 
Valley Hispanic population is 
below the median, or middle 
value, of our comparable metro 
areas.  Although statistical analy-
ses suggest no significant differ-
ences between any of the values 
for racial and ethnic groups in the 
Lehigh Valley and in the other 
16 municipal areas exist, this is 
an important finding worth more 
examination.

Source: US Bureau of the Census 2010 American Community Survey; 
data collected from 2005 through 2009
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Methodology and Meaning: The U.S. Government uses a grid based upon the 
number of adults and children living in a household to determine the upper threshold 
of incomes for those considered to be living in poverty. An area’s poverty rates serves 
as an indicator or community stability as well as a predictor of community need. The 
distribution of funds for public necessities such as education, social services, and 
community health depend, in part, upon poverty rates.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing?  Generally, as median 
household incomes rise, poverty rates fall. The consistently 
higher median household income in the Lehigh Valley than 
in the state or the nation since 2005 does, in fact, cor-
respond to comparatively lower poverty rates during this 
time.  The graph below shows this relationship as well as 
the increase in poverty rates associated with the recession.  
In 2009 the poverty rate in the Lehigh Valley was 10.2% 
compared to 12.5% in the state and 14.3% in the United 
States.

As with median household income, these overall 
poverty rates vary according to race and ethnicity. The next 
graph shows the percentages of individuals from each racial 
and ethnic group who fall below the U.S. government’s 
poverty threshold in 2009. Poverty rates for Hispanics, 

those with races or ethnicities not specifically identified 
by the Census Bureau, and those with multiple ethnici-
ties in the Lehigh Valley are higher than the nationwide 
rates, but lower than the statewide rates are. The relation-
ship between the poverty percentages of these groups in 
the Lehigh Valley and in the state may seem to contradict 
the relationship suggested by median household incomes. 
These groups had equal or slightly higher median house-
hold incomes in the Lehigh Valley than in the state, imply-
ing that their poverty rates in the Lehigh Valley should be 
equal to or slightly lower than the state values.

The way in which the United States government 
determines its poverty threshold, taking into account the 
number of individuals in a household as well as income, 
may help to explain this situation. The poverty threshold 

decreases as household size increases. In other 
words, the government acknowledges that it 
takes a larger income for a large household 
than for a small household to operate. An 
examination of household sizes for those in 
each racial and ethnic group would indicate 
whether Hispanics, those of other races or 
ethnicities, and those with multiple ethnicities 
in the Lehigh Valley have exceptionally large 
households.

A comparison with the Lehigh Valley’s 16 
peer comparison areas reveals similar differ-
ences in poverty rates across racial and ethnic 
groups.  Ranges of poverty rates for each racial 
and ethnic group appear in the graph to the 
right. The purple bars on the graph show 
values associated with the Lehigh Valley. 

Poverty Percentages

United States       Pennsylvania       Lehigh Valley       

0% 5% 10% 15%

2009

2008

2007

2006

2005

poverty

Source: American Community Survey data collected 2005-2009
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Percent of Individuals in Poverty by Race and Ethnicity

Poverty Rates by Race and Ethnicity of Comparable Metro Areas

Source: American Community Survey data collected 2005-2009

Non-Hispanic Whites and 
African Americans in the Lehigh 
Valley have lower, on average, 
poverty rates than comparable 
metro areas; however, within 
the Lehigh Valley the poverty 
rates are considerably higher for 
African American and Hispanic 
residents than for White non-
Hispanic residents: 19% of 
African Americans are in poverty; 
27.4% of Hispanic residents of 
any race; but only 6.2% of White 
non-Hispanic residents. Although 
there is no statistical, quantitative 
difference in poverty rates across 
racial and ethnic groups, these 
results may mask the deeper im-
pact of the recession and require 
further qualitative evaluation. 
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Methodology and Meaning: Although well-being depends, to a great 
extent, upon income, the U.S. Census Bureau identifies a number of 
aspects related to living conditions as extended measures of well-being. 
These aspects, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, address quality of 
life in a way that income cannot. Those with the ability to afford suitable 
housing have physical, psychological, and social advantages over those 
who cannot afford suitable housing. Thus, housing affordability helps to 
indicate the strength of the overall community.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing?  A complete under-
standing of individuals’ economic situations must include 
consideration of large expenses, most prominently, rent 
and mortgage payments. Standards for affordable hous-
ing are usually based upon the percentage of one’s income 
devoted to housing costs. Generally, according to the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, housing 
that consumes 30% or less of the homeowner’s income is 
considered affordable. As these values suggest, housing 

costs in Pennsylvania are, for the most part, affordable.  
Only seven1 of the state’s 67 counties had median rental 
costs greater than 30% of income and none had median 
mortgage costs of this amount. However, it is important 
to note that the Lehigh Valley metropolitan area had less 
affordable housing than did any other comparison site in 
Pennsylvania.

1  Centre, Clarion, Delaware, Indiana, Philadelphia, Pike, and Potter 
Counties

Source: American Community Survey data collected 2005-2009

Rent as a Percentage of Income by Comparable Metro Areas

 20% 25% 30% 35%

Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, PA-NJ

Harrisburg-Carlisle, PA

York, PA

Scranton, PA

Lancaster, PA

Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY

Reading, PA

Worcester, MA-CT

Manchester-Nashua, NH

Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford, CT

Syracuse, NY

Portland-South Portland-Biddeford, ME

Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk, CT

Springfield, MA

Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY

Rochester, NY

New Haven-Milford, CT

affordability of rental and mortgage Costs
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Since 2005, well before the recession began, the per-
centages of incomes devoted to rental costs have hovered 
near 30% in the Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania, and the 
United States as a whole. In this region, the percentage of 
income devoted to rental costs saw a sharp increase from 
27.3% in 2005 to 31.0% in 2006 before leveling off. Medi-
an rental costs as a percentage of income lie just within the 
“affordable” range in both Lehigh County, with a value of 
29.8%, and in Northampton County, with a value of 28.7% 
in comparison to the median gross rental costs as a percent-
age for renters in Pennsylvania was 21.9%. Although the 
difference of the median percentage of gross income for 
rent is not significantly higher than the state median, the 
higher rental costs are impacting residents of the Lehigh 
Valley more than those in comparable metro areas in the 

state.  In the Lehigh Valley, rent as a percentage of income 
is higher than 8 of the 16 comparable metro areas, includ-
ing all comparable metro areas in the state.  

Those who have mortgages also have a higher percent-
ages of their incomes allocated for housing costs than other 
regions. The mortgage payments fall into the afford-
able range, at 24.3% for Lehigh County and 24.9% for 
Northampton County; however, this percentage is higher 
than the mortgage costs as a percentage of income for the 
state as a whole of 18.6%. In the Lehigh Valley as a region, 
mortgages account for 24.5% of income, which is very near 
the mean of the other 16 peer metro areas. Mortgage costs 
as a percentage of income in our comparable metro areas 
ranges from a low of 21.5% in the York, PA metro area, to a 
high of 29.2% in Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk metro area.  

Mortgage as a Percentage of Income by Comparable Metro Areas
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Source: American Community Survey data collected 2005-2009
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Methodology and Meaning: The abil i ty to have enough food to eat that is of nutrit ional 
value is another crit ical component of individual well being. An individual’s income, 
age and race or ethnicity is associated with food affordabil i ty. Here, we measure the 
extent to which individuals report that they are able to afford food that they wanted 
to eat and the extent to which they had to make sacrif ices in bi l ls to afford food. 
These data are drawn from a comprehensive Community Hunger Study for the 
Lehigh Val ley region, conducted in 2011 by staff at the Community Action Committee 
of the Lehigh Val ley/Second Harvest Food Bank. The data are based on a survey of a 
random sample of 495 residents in Lehigh and Northampton counties. Results below 
are reported for relationships signif icant at the p<.05 level of confidence.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? As expected, there is a 
significant relationship between a person’s income, food 
affordability, and the need to make sacrifices in bills to pay 
for food. As shown in the table, 35% of individuals with 
incomes that are less than $14,999 said that in the last year 
they could not afford enough food to eat, compared to 6% 
of individuals making from $15,000 to $24,999 and less 
than 3% for higher incomes. About 53% of individuals in 
the lowest income bracket said that they were not able to 
afford healthy food compared to 10% in the next highest 
income brackets and only 1% in the highest income bracket. 
Individuals in the lowest income bracket were also the most 
likely to say that in the last year they have made sacrifices 
in bill payments to afford food, 60% versus 20% in the 
$15,000-$24,999 bracket and 14% in the $25,000-$99,999 
income range.  

While there are fewer significant relationships with 
regard to age and race/ethnicity, it is worth noting that these 

two indicators predict the ability to buy healthy food and 
the need to make sacrifices to pay for food. About 20% of 
individuals in the 30-44 year range said that they were not 
able to afford healthy food compared to 13% in the 45-64 
and 18-29 age ranges and only 4% in the 65 and older age 
range. On the other hand, 31% of individuals in the 18-29 
age range were more likely to say that they make sacrifices 
with bills to afford food compared to 19% in the 30-44 age 
range and 9% in the 65 and older range.

Whether a person classifies him/herself as a minority 
also impacts the ability to buy healthy food. Twenty-two 
percent of non-White residents said that they were not able 
to buy healthy food compared to only 9% of White non-
Hispanic residents. Also, about twice as many non-Whites 
said that they had to make sacrifices to afford food compared 
to Whites (25% vs. 13%). In sum, findings suggest that 
people who have lower incomes, are of child rearing age, and 
are non-White residents are most at-risk of hunger.

Source: Community Action Committee of the LV/Second Harvest Food Bank Food 
Availability Survey, 2011

Affordability of Food by Income, Age and Race and  Ethnicity
 Could not afford Not able to afford Make sacrifices in bills
 enough food healthy food to afford food

INCOME

< $15,000

$15,000-24,999

$25,000-99,999

$100,000 and over

AGE

18-29

30-44

45-64

65 and older

RACE

White non-Hispanic

Non-White residents

 35% 53% 60%
 6% 10% 22%
 3% 10% 14%
 0% 1% 2%

  12% 31%
  20% 19%
  13% 14%
  4% 9%

  9% 13%
  22% 25%

affordability of food



S t a t e  o f  t h e  V a l l e y  2 0 1 1  1 7

Methodology and Meaning: Education is a crit ical component of an individual’s qual ity of l i fe and a region’s economic 
success. A higher level of educational attainment increases a person’s employment potential and income, and is at-
tractive to businesses, which need an increasingly sophisticated work force to manage new technologies. The high 
school graduation rate is one measure of educational attainment used by prospective employers to expand or locate 
in a particular geography and is an indicator of the potential of residents to achieve post secondary education. 
Research has shown a strong correlation between educational attainment and a person’s economic status. Here we 
examine high school graduation rates taking into consideration this demographic information in order to see if there 
are disparit ies in the educational attainment of students. In Pennsylvania, the high school graduation rate measures 
the number of students receiving a regular high school diploma in a given year against the total number of dropouts 
over four years.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? During the 2010-11 
school year, graduation rates in 16 Lehigh Valley public 
school districts exceeded the state-wide education standard 
of 85% and many exceeded the state average graduation 
rate of 91%. Graduation rates ranged from a low of 71% 
in Allentown to a high of 97% in the Parkland, Southern 
Lehigh, Whitehall-Coplay, and Nazareth Area school dis-
tricts. Across our region graduation rates for economically 
disadvantaged students ranged from 71% in Allentown to 
100% in Salisbury and Southern Lehigh school districts 
compared to a state average of 85% in 2010-2011. As the 
chart shows, the graduation rate was higher for economi-
cally disadvantaged students than the graduation rate for all 
students in the Bethlehem Area, Catasauqua, Northampton, 
Salisbury, and Southern Lehigh school districts.  Some of 

these results can be explained by the fact that districts such 
as Southern Lehigh have fewer students in poverty (11% 
in 2010-2011) while Allentown has over 75% of students 
qualified for free/reduced price lunch, a typical measure of 
poverty at the school level. On the other hand, over 20% of 
students in the Bethlehem Area, Catasauqua, Northampton 
and Salisbury school districts qualify for free/reduced price 
lunch but the graduation rates for economically disad-
vantaged students are higher than the overall graduation 
rates.  In other words, it appears that while districts with a 
higher percentage of students qualifying for free/reduced 
price lunch have lower overall graduation rates, they may 
not necessarily have lower graduation rates for economi-
cally disadvantaged students, which merits more research of 
these school districts. 

Graduation rates and Economic disadvantage

Graduation Rates by Economically Disadvantaged vs. Overall Graduation Rates

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Ecuation Academic Achievement Reports: 2010-2011
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How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Despite record high lev-
els of dissatisfaction with the local economy residents of the 
Lehigh Valley continue to express generally positive views 
about key aspects of life in the region. The results of the 
2011 survey indicate that 9 out of 10 Valley residents view 
the overall quality of life in the region in positive terms. 
These ratings are generally on par with previous studies 
and serve as key measure of satisfaction with living condi-

tions in the region. At the heart of the positive sentiment 
about life in the Valley are strong evaluations of the quality 
of the area as a place to raise a family, with 2011 results 
showing the largest number of Valley residents classifying 
family raising conditions in the region as excellent. The 
2011 survey results also marked the 4th consecutive year in 
which Lehigh Valley residents reported decreasing concern 
with becoming a victim of a crime.

Rating of the Lehigh Valley  
as a Place to Live

Source: Muhlenberg College Institute of Public Opinion, 
Quality of Life Survey, 2011.

 Excellent Good Not So Good Poor

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

 24% 69% 5% 1%

 29% 61% 8% 1%

 26% 64% 7% 2%

 28% 65% 5% 2%

 27% 64% 6% 2%

 30% 61% 7% 2%

 30% 63% 6% 1%

 27% 65% 8% 0%

 30% 61% 9% 0%

QualiTy of lifE

Methodology and Meaning: Through the Muhlenberg College/Morning Call 
annual quality of life surveys, which have been conducted since 2003, Lehigh 
Valley residents have provided their perceptions of numerous facets of living 
in Lehigh and Northampton counties. Data for this study were collected in a 
telephone survey of residents of the Lehigh Valley in the spring of 2011. Indi-
vidual households throughout Lehigh and Northampton counties were selected 
randomly for inclusion in the study.The sample of phone numbers used in the 
survey was generated by Genesys Sampling Systems of Ft. Washington, PA. 
Interviewing was conducted by the staff of the Muhlenberg College Institute 
of Public Opinion, with 459 surveys completed. This number of completions 
results in a margin of error of +/- 5% at the 95% confidence interval. Percent-
ages throughout the survey have been rounded upward at the .5 mark, thus 
many totals in the results will not equal 100%.

Authors: Christopher Borick, Michele Moser Deegan, Scott Hoke, Roland Kushner, and Eike Reichardt

Quality of life perceptions
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 Getting Better Getting Worse Staying the Same Not Sure

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

 32% 48% 11% 9%

 38% 39% 16% 8%

 28% 43% 22% 7%

 32% 52% 12% 4%

 29% 48% 17% 6%

 25% 54% 15% 6%

 28% 51% 14% 7%

 26% 52% 19% 3%

 26% 51% 15% 8%

Is Life in the Lehigh Valley  
Getting Better or Worse?

Source: Muhlenberg College Institute of Public Opinion, 
Quality of Life Survey, 2011.

But with these generally positive views about the 
overall quality of life in the Lehigh Valley are a number of 
troubling indicators that have emerged in the polling over 
recent years. Local residents continue to have a bleak view 
about the direction of quality of life in the Valley, with 2 
local residents claiming that life here is getting worse for 
every 1 resident who thinks that life in the Lehigh Valley is 
getting better. These pessimistic results are likely fueled by 
continued concerns about the state of the regions’ econo-
my, with 2011 finding the highest number of local residents 
rating the Valley’s economy as poor since surveying began 
in 2003. The poor ratings of the state of the Lehigh Valley 

economy were accompanied by a record number of local 
residents reporting that they are very concerned about 
becoming unemployed, and the highest levels of dissatis-
faction with personal income levels in the history of the 
survey.

With some indications of economic improvement since 
the 2011 surveys were fielded in April, it will be important 
to see if local residents confidence in the Lehigh Valley’s 
business sector and employment markets rebound in 2012. 
Such a rebound may lead to diminished pessimism among 
Valley residents on the overall direction of the region as a 
place to live.
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Methodology and Meaning: Measuring a person’s quality of life through the lens of environmen-
tal data is challenging. Many factors in our environment directly impact the quality of our air, water 
and land. Population growth and an increase of new businesses puts pressure on the quality of our 
natural resources. Additionally, new housing, an economic benefit, diminishes the open spaces that 
many residents cherish. The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) measures air quality in three 
locations in the Lehigh Valley; Allentown, Easton, and Freemansburg Borough. To measure overall 
air quality, the EPA computes an Air Quality Index, which is a composite measure of ground-level 
ozone, particle pollution (also known as particulate matter), carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, and 
nitrogen dioxide.”1 Another popular measure of air quality, ground-level ozone pollution, measures 
ozone caused by exhausts (smog), which can be detrimental to bronchitis, emphysema, and asthma 
patients. This type of air pollution also has negative effects on vegetation and ecosystems. Within an 
8-hour period, levels in excess of .075 ppm (parts per million) are considered harmful, while levels 
exceeding .12 ppm are considered damaging at exposure for more than one hour. 

1 (Source: http://www.epa.gov/aircompare/faq.htm).

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Overall, the air quality 
of the Lehigh Valley appears to have improved during the 
recession, however, as of August 2011, the region continues 
to be a nonattainment area for particulate matter, which is 
particularly problematic for people with asthma and other 
lung diseases, young children and older adults. From 2000 
to 2010, the general population, meaning those with no 
specific health concerns, experienced a decreasing num-
ber of unhealthy air quality days in the Lehigh Valley. In 
Lehigh County, there have been no reported unhealthy air 
days since 2003, for the general population with no specific 
health concerns. In Northampton County, the same popu-
lation over the same time period experienced one unhealthy 

air day in 2004, 4 such days in 2006 and 5 unhealthy air 
days in 2007. However, for individuals who are sensitive to 
air quality, there was an increase in unhealthy air days in 
2010, particularly for older adults and children, people with 
asthma, and those who are active outdoors. 

In comparison to counties in which our comparison 
MSA’s are located, Lehigh Valley counties fare better than 
some areas but not all, with regard to air quality. In 2010, 
for sufferers of asthma or other lung diseases, older adults 
and children and those active outdoors, Lehigh County and 
Northampton County reported 14 unhealthy air quality 
days, a higher number of recorded days than all other com-
parison regions except for the county for the Bridgeport-

air Quality

Lehigh County Unhealthy Air Quality Days

Source: US Environmental Protection Agency,  Airnow http://www.epa.gov/aircompare/compare-trip.htm
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Ozone Exceeded Days by County for Comparable Metro Areas

Source: US Environmental Protection Agency, Airtrends-Ozone http://www.epa.gov/air/ozonepollution/basic.html
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Stamford-Norwalk, CT metro area. 
Regarding ozone levels, by early December 2011, 

Lehigh County reported only 6 days with ozone levels con-
sidered harmful, down from 12 in 2010. In Northampton 
County, only 4 ozone exceedence days had been reported, 

compared to 9 in 2010. Our region’s ozone exceedance days 
are higher than reported for the counties of comparable 
metro areas except for Fairfield County, CT, the location of 
the Bridgeport-Stamford-Norwalk metro area.

Northampton County Unhealthy Air Quality Days

Source: US Environmental Protection Agency, Airnow http://www.epa.gov/aircompare/compare-trip.htm
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Methodology and Meaning: Certainly the Lehigh Valley has been known for its agricultural and industri-
al products over the decades – grains, textiles, cement, steel, trucks, and high-tech manufacture. But its 
outward image and inward character have also been strongly influenced by arts and culture. The arts are 
delivered in the commercial and nonprofit sectors, but the nonprofit arts sector, made up of its orchestras, 
choral organizations, theatres, museums, dance companies, ethnic arts organizations and festivals, has 
been an especially prominent element of the community’s structure and image. This indicator, using data 
from the National Center for Charitable Statistics at the Urban Institute, tracks two important measures of 
the nonprofit arts from 2000 through 2010: The number of arts organizations, both in raw numbers and 
per capita, and per capita revenues of the nonprofit arts sector. Both of these are presented here for the 
Lehigh Valley itself, and in comparison to the same figures for all of Pennsylvania.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Growth in the nonprofit 
arts sector was vigorous, with growth in the number of arts 
organizations from 142 in 2000 to 193 in 2009, an increase 
of 36 percent. When adjusted for population growth, how-
ever, the increase is less dramatic: 
The number of arts organiza-
tions for every 100,000 residents 
increased only 22 percent, from 
24.5 to 29.8. In this indicator, the 
region lagged the state of Penn-
sylvania, which experienced a 35 
percent increase in the number 
of arts organizations per capita. 
In 2000, there were 24.0 arts 
organizations for every 100,000 
Pennsylvanians; by 2010, there 
were 32.4, constituting growth 
of 35 percent. This is worrisome, 
considering that the region’s 
share of Pennsylvania’s popula-
tion grew to 5.1 percent from 4.7 
percent over the same time span.

The number of organiza-
tions is only part of the story; 
another important marker of the 
success of the nonprofit arts is 
their total revenue, which provides 
the means for arts organiza-
tions to deliver program services. 
Again, these are best understood 
per capita: how many dollars 
were generated by the local arts 
community for every resident? In 
general, the arts track the business 
cycle, and so the early-decade re-
cession and mid-decade expansion 
are backdrops for the rise and fall 
of per capita revenue. Here, the 
performance of the region’s arts 
community moved in parallel to 
that of the state’s other arts orga-

nizations – but at a lower dollar level. This is not altogether 
bad – the Lehigh Valley’s arts sector certainly saw a drop 
from 2007-2010, but it was much less dramatic than for the 
state as a whole.

Source: Internal Revenue Service, Exempt Organizations Business Master File (501(c)(3) 
Public Charities, May 2000 to Nov 2010. The Urban Institute, National Center for Charitable 
Statistics, http://nccsdataweb.urban.org/ ©2011
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Methodology and Meaning: The quality of K-12 public education impacts individual opportunities and enhances the regional econ-
omy, as organizations must rely on the available workforce to sustain and grow. Individuals with a better quality of education tend to 
seek higher education and have higher earning potential. Thus, quality education is a key consideration for families and businesses to 
locate in a particular region. Since 2003, the PA Department of Education has measured educational quality as composite measure of 
the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA), graduation, and attendance rates. Known as Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), 
schools and school districts must satisfy state-wide goals across these indicators annually in order to meet AYP. Results from the PSSA 
measure the percentage of students that meet or exceed annual proficiency standards in reading and math. The data here calculates 
the percentage change in the level of proficiency in each of the region’s 17 school districts since 2003.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Across the region, public 
schools enroll about 89% or 92,000 students, including 
approximately 1,500 enrolled in charter schools. Over 400 
students are home schooled, while nearly 11,000 were en-
rolled in private schools during the 2010-2011 school year. 
Students in the Lehigh Valley’s 17 school districts are, in 
general, meeting state-wide education standards. Only two 
of the 17 districts failed to meet AYP during the 2010-2011 
school year, the Allentown and Bethlehem Area school dis-
tricts. In our four largest school districts (Allentown, Beth-
lehem Area, Easton Area and Parkland) about one-third or 
more students enrolled attended schools that did not meet 
state standards. In these districts, middle and high schools, 
were most likely to miss AYP targets for 2010-2011. 

Among public schools quality, as measured by the 
PSSA, varies by district. Thirteen of the 17 school dis-
tricts in the Lehigh Valley exceeded the state-wide overall 
percentage of students at proficient or advanced in math, 
which was 67%. As shown in the table from the 2002-03 
school year, which was first year that AYP was calculated to 
2010-2011, all school districts increased the percentage of 
students scoring at least proficient in math with the larg-
est gains in the Easton Area, Wilson Area and Allentown 
school districts. These school districts have higher levels 

of students in poverty than other districts, however, they 
made the largest gains over this period. However, even with 
these gains, Allentown, where overall only 58% of students 
scored at least proficient in math in 2011, did not meet the 
state target. Results of the reading section of the PSSA also 
show improvements. Twelve of 17 school districts met the 
state standard of at least 72% of students proficient in read-
ing in 2011. Five districts fell below this standard and below 
the state-wide average of 73.7% scoring at least proficient 
in reading; Allentown, Catasauqua, Northern Lehigh, 
Bethlehem Area and Easton Area. As shown in the table, 
the percentage change in students scoring at least proficient 
increased in all districts. Easton Area saw the largest in-
crease from 2003-2011 (31%), however, it did not meet the 
state standard for the percentage scoring at least proficient. 
Wilson Area (28%) and Bangor Area (23%) also saw a large 
increase in students scoring at least proficient in reading. 
While the gains in the school districts with typically higher 
performing schools were not as great during this period, 
this may be due to the fact that so many students in these 
schools are already scoring proficient in reading and math, 
and many of the schools not meeting the state standards 
may have larger sub groups of students that did not perform 
well on past standardized tests.

Percent Change Pennsylvania System of School Assessment Percentage Scoring Proficient/Advanced 2003-2011

Source: PA Department of Education Division of Assessment http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/school_assessments/7442
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Methodology and Meaning: Crime is often used as an important measure of the 
overall health of any community, as it serves as a measure of social cohesion. The 
data used to produce this report is provided by the Juvenile Court Judges’ Com-
mission. This organization collects data supplied to it by the individual counties in 
Pennsylvania and produced a yearly summary of crime trends. The data presented 
summarizes the number of offenses committed by juvenile offenders and is not a 
summary of the number of juveniles arrested. 

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? The State of the Lehigh 
Valley 2010 report provided data that suggested the com-
munities in the Lehigh Valley were experiencing strong 
declines in the patterns of criminal offending. Although 
they mirror national trends, the rate of crime in our com-
munities was much lower than the national average. The 
crime trends detailed in the 2010 report were with respect 
to overall crime trends, a combination of both adult and 
juvenile statistics. This year’s report, in contrast, will focus 
on the measure of juvenile trends in our communities.

The figure below shows the crimes committed by 
juveniles over the past decade (2000-2010). As was the case 
with adult crime, juvenile trends have decreased over the 
reporting period. Lehigh County saw juvenile crime peak in 
2007 while Northampton Counties saw crime peak in 2006. 
Since that point, the number of juvenile offenses reported 
in Lehigh County has decreased by 40% and the number 

reported in Northampton County has decreased by 48%. 
With the data provided juvenile offenses can also 

be broken down according to crimes against property 
and crimes against the person. The top table on the next 
page details reported crime for the decade with respect to 
property offenses. As can be seen, the trend with respect 
to property related crime is similar to that of overall crime, 
with both counties seeing peak offending in either 2006 or 
2007 and declining patterns since that point. 

The bottom table on the next page details crime trends 
over the past decade with respect to crimes against the per-
son committed by juvenile offenders. Although the reduc-
tions in offending are not as dramatic as with the number of 
overall offenses or the number of property related offenses, 
the trend has declined since the peak years of offending for 
the decade. 

As can be seen from the data presented, juvenile 

Juvenile Offenses

Source: PA Juvenile Court Judges Commission. 
http://www.jcjc.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/jcjc_community/5030
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Juvenile Property Offenses

Juvenile Offenses Crimes against Person

Source: PA Juvenile Court Judges Commission. 
http://www.jcjc.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/jcjc_community/5030

Source: PA Juvenile Court Judges Commission. 
http://www.jcjc.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/jcjc_community/5030
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offending has been on the decline in both 
Lehigh and Northampton counties since the 
middle of the decade. These trends mirror 
those that were reported in last year’s report 
with respect to overall community crime 

trends. Taken as a whole, the patterns report-
ed over the past two years present a favorable 
impression of the Lehigh Valley with respect 
to crime in its communities. 



Percentage of Residents Reporting 
Very Good or Excellent Health

SpECial foCuS: Community health

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? Lehigh Valley residents paint a 
mixed view of their own personal health, pointing toward a need 
for further research on the factors that shape both perceptions 
and actual health outcomes. Close to 50% perceive their overall 
health to be very good or excellent; 44% rate their health as good; 
and 10% say that their health is poor or very poor. These data are 
more positive than statewide figures; 16% of all Pennsylvanians 
rate their health as poor or very poor, for instance. Nonetheless, 
data from our Community Health Study reveal important dispari-
ties in respondents’ health defined most dramatically by income, 
education, ethnicity, age, disability, and obesity.

While 47% of all respondents report their overall health to 
be very good or excellent, only 29% of individuals 65 and older 
say the same. High-income individuals are three times as likely 
as low-income individuals 
to give strong positive rat-
ings of their health. Indeed, 
individuals reporting high 
levels of family income are 
significantly more likely than 
the population as a whole to 
report very good or excellent 
health. Only 17% of respon-
dents with less than a high 
school education rate their 
health as excellent or very 
good, compared to more than 
40% who have achieved at 
least some college education. 

Similarly, there is a 10% 
gap between Hispanics and 

non-Hispanics when it comes to ratings of overall health. 
Finally, only 26% of individuals who are obese and 26% of 

individuals with disabilities classify their overall health as very 
good or excellent. When disability is measured by the extent to 
which health limits individuals from participating in light daily 
activities (carrying a bag of groceries, bathing, walking short dis-
tances), the effect is even stronger—only 17% of these individuals 
say their health is very good or excellent.

Sorting out the inter-related effects of income, education, 
ethnicity, age, disability, and obesity is complex. Perceptions of 
health and health outcomes result from an interplay of multiple 
kinds of factors, including behavioral and environmental forces.
* “People with disabilities” refers to respondents from the LVRC/Good Shepherd 
Lehigh Valley Disability Survey conducted in 2009

Methodology and Meaning: Individual perceptions of their own health are important to 
community health in several inter-related ways. To the extent that perceptions of health are 
connected to overall community satisfaction, leaders, practitioners, and citizens share a com-
mon interest in better understanding how individuals feel about their own health and about their 
access to quality health care. In a related vein, to the extent that market-driven incentives to 
reduce costs and improve health care delivery are goals of all health organizations, even non-
profit institutions, improving perceptions are significant for charting reform and improvement. 
To be certain, the community health assessments required of non-profit hospitals by the Health 
Care Education Affordability Reconciliation Act of 2010 suggest that a patient or citizen-cen-
tered focus will remain a hallmark of health care reform. Finally, individual perceptions help drive 
two normative concerns of health care improvement, first, efforts to achieve equal access to 
health care, and second, greater transparency and accountability in the delivery of health care. 

perceptions of overall health

Source: St. Luke’s Community 
Health Needs Study Survey 
Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research 
Consortium.

Author: Lanethea Mathews
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mental health

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? One of the things that we 
learned from the LVRC/Good Shepherd Survey of Needs and Op-
portunities in the Disability Community is the significance of mental 
health to overall well-being. In that study, for example, indi-
viduals who self-indentify as having a psychiatric disability were 
significantly less likely to report feelings of social inclusion and 
acceptance, and more likely than individuals with other kinds of 
disability to report feeling isolated and unfulfilled in their lives.

In the current study, approximately 1/3 of survey respon-
dents say they have experienced two or more weeks in the past 
year in which they “felt sad, blue, or depressed,” or in which they 
“lost interested or pleasure” in things that they normally care 
about. Income, age, ethnicity, physical limitations due to health, 
and sex have dramatic effects on individuals’ likelihood of report-
ing feelings of depression.

The Community Health Study suggests that close to 40% 

of women living in the Lehigh Valley experiencing at least two 
weeks of depression, compared to only 25% of men. The effects 
of ethnicity are even more pronounced; while 30% of non-
Hispanic respondents report feelings of depression, almost 65% 
of Hispanics do. Income has the largest impact. Low-income 
individuals are more than three times as likely than are high-
income individuals to report two or more weeks of depression in 
the past year.

Regionally, individuals living Allentown (41%) report the 
greatest rate of depressive episodes, followed by the Southern Tier 
(36%), Bethlehem/Easton (29%), and the Northern Tier (25%). 

These findings are significantly higher than available 
statewide data, which suggest that approximately 6% of adult 
Pennsylvanians and 11% of adults nationwide experience a major 
depressive episode annually (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, 2008 data).

Methodology and Meaning: Pervasive ethnic and income-based disparities in mental health are present in the Lehigh Valley, 
just as they are nationwide. The Office of Minority Health in the US Department of Health and Human Services suggests that, to 
the extent that populations of ethnic minorities continue to grow in places such as the Lehigh Valley, the mental health disparities 
will become more pronounced. Differential access to mental health treatment (the HHS reports that non-Hispanic whites are three 
times as likely as Hispanics to receive treatment for mental health problems), cultural and linguistic barriers, and income inequality 
make equalizing mental health more challenging. 

Percentage of Residents Reporting Two or More Weeks  
of Feeling Sad, Blue, or Depressed in Last Year

Source: St. Luke’s Community Health Needs Study Survey Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research Consortium.

S t a t e  o f  t h e  V a l l e y  2 0 1 1  2 7

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Limited in Light Activities
Limited in Moderate Activities
Limited in Vigorous Activities

Women
Men

Hispanic
Non-Hispanic

Low Income
High Income

Age 39 and under
Age 40 to 64

Age 65 and older

Northern Tier
Bethlehem/Easton

Allentown
Southern Tier

All Respondents



How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention estimate that approximately 33% 
of adults nationwide and about 29% of Pennsylvanians are 
obese. Data from the Community Health Study suggest that 
approximately 31% of individuals in the Lehigh Valley are 
obese (defined as a Body Mass Index, or BMI, or 30 and 
above) and an additional 38% are overweight (defined as 
a BMI of 25-29.9). While rates of obesity in the Lehigh 
valley are comparably positive when compared to the na-
tion as a whole, the Valley compares relatively worse when 
compared to other areas of Pennsylvania. An earlier report 
conducted by the PA Department of Health indicated that, 

in the late 1990s, rates of obesity were not significantly 
higher in the Lehigh Valley than in other PA Counties; 
findings from the Community Health Study suggest that the 
obesity rate in the Valley has worsened.

Obesity is linked most significantly to education. One-
half of individuals lacking at least a high school education 
are obese. Following education, income is determinative 
of obesity but has a smaller effect. Thirty-eight percent 
of individuals reporting a family income less than $25,000 
annually are obese and 36% are overweight; this compares 
to 28% of high income individuals who are obese and 43% 
who are overweight. 

Methodology and Meaning: Income and education are linked to obesity in critical 
ways. Individuals who are poor and who lack a high school education are much more 
likely to be overweight or obese and, as a result, have worse overall health than those 
who have higher levels of education and are more affluent.

Percentage of Obese Residents

obesity

Source: St. Luke’s Community Health Needs Study Survey Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research Consortium.
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How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? The 2010 Guttmacher 
Institute report on teenage pregnancy notes that the teen 
pregnancy rate was 71.5 per 1000 women ages 15 to 19 in 
2006. The corresponding teen birthrate this year was 41.9 
per 1000. Both of these figures represent slight increases 
over national 2005 figures. In 2009, the teen birthrate 
continued a broader downward trend; nationwide the teen 
birthrate was 39.1 (pregnancy rates are not available after 
2006). The teen pregnancy and teen birthrates are more 
than twice as high among Hispanics and African Americans 
than among non-Hispanic whites. The state of Pennsylva-
nia fares relatively well compared to the nation as a whole; 

the teen birth rate in PA in 2009 was 29.3. Both Lehigh  
and Northampton Counties, however, had higher teen 
pregnancy and teen birthrates than the state as a whole.

In Lehigh County, the 2007 teen pregnancy rate was 
56.4 per 1000, the fourth highest teen pregnancy rate in the 
state of Pennsylvania. Northampton ranks 35th with a teen 
pregnancy rate of 34 per 1000. In 2007, in Lehigh County, 
there were 2927 live births born to women ages 15 to 19 
(equal to a rate of 38 per 1000); in Northampton County, 
there were 1705 births to teenage mothers (a rate of 24  
per 1000).

 

Methodology and Meaning: The research design for the Community Health Study involved collecting important 
vital statistics from existing data sources—among these: teenage pregnancy. While the state of Pennsylvania fares 
relatively well compared to the nation as a whole when it comes to rates of teen pregnancy and teenage births, 
Lehigh County lags behind. Northampton County, in contrast, fares comparatively better than both state and nation-
wide figures. In general, teen pregnancy and teen birth rates have been declining steadily over the past decade.

Teenage Pregnancy and Birth Rates Per 1,000 Women Age 15-19

Teenage pregnancy

Source: St. Luke’s Community Health Needs Study Survey Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research Consortium.
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Eye health

Methodology and Meaning: Eye health and utilization of eye care services are important 
components of preventive care and overall well-being. Americans who lack health insurance 
generally have the lowest rates of eye care utilization services, then measured by frequency of 
visits to eye care professionals. Scant data exists at the county or statewide level that provide 
detailed information about access to eye care. The Community Health Study suggests, at a 
minimum, that future research needs to focus on access to eye care services, particularly as 
cost factors contribute to broader disparities.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? According to the CDC, 
approximately 14 million Americans aged 12 years and 
older have self-reported visual impairment and, among 
them, 11 million could improve their vision to 20/40 or 
better with refractive correction. Furthermore, Americans 
without health insurance have the lowest rate of eye care 
service usage. Information on eye health and access to eye 
care services has only commenced through the National 
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey and through the 
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), but 
Pennsylvania has not selected the optional BRFSS Vision 

Impairment and Access to Eye Care module, so compara-
tive data is not available.

The Community Health Study did not focus on access 
to eye care services per se, but it did ask respondents if 
they have ever forgone eyeglasses due to cost barriers—an 
imperfect measure to be sure but nonetheless one that 
generated interesting findings. Twenty-two percent of all 
respondents said, yes, they had forgone needed eyeglasses 
due to cost. Most severely, ethnicity was significantly 
related to forgone eyeglasses; a full 63% of Hispanics said 
they have gone without eyeglasses due to cost.   

Percentage of Residents Reporting They Have Gone Without Eyeglasses  
in the Past Year Because They Cost Too Much

Source: St. Luke’s Community Health Needs Study Survey Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research Consortium.
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Source: St. Luke’s Community Health Needs Study Survey Findings, December 2011, 
Lehigh Valley Research Consortium.
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dental health

Methodology and Meaning: Dental care utilization is an important piece of preventative care and overall oral and dental 
health. The Community Health Study asked survey respondents asked respondents how recently they have visited a dentist 
or dental clinic as a measure of access to professional dental care services. Dental care utilization varies by age, income, 
ethnicity, and, to some extent, region. The National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research (NIDCR) notes that socioeco-
nomic factors are partial determinants of use of dental services, but that African Americans and Hispanics are less likely to visit 
a dentist even when controlling for poverty status.

How is the Lehigh Valley Doing? According to the National 
Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promo-
tion approximately 69% of US adults have visited a dentist 
or dental clinic in the past year; in Pennsylvania, the figure 
is approximately 70%. Comparably, 70% of respondents to 
the Community Health Study report visiting a dentist or dental 
clinic in the past year, an additional 12% say they have done 
so within the past 2 years. While the majority of respondents 
report paying for dental care at least in part through pri-
vate insurance, 40% say that they pay cash for dental health 
services.

Only 10% of all respondents say that it has been 5 or 
more years since they have visited a dentist or dental care. In-

come and age are the most important variables related to this 
fact; among respondents reporting family incomes of less than 
$25,000 per year, 31% say it has been 5 or more years since 
receiving dental care. Comparatively, the Lehigh Valley seems 
to be doing worse when it comes to providing dental care to 
low-income individuals. Statewide, 46% of Pennsylvanians 
making less than $15,000 per year and 52% of those making 
between $15,000 and $25,000 have seen a dentist in the past 
year; in the Lehigh Valley, based on the current study, those 
figures are 37% and 44% respectively.

Fifteen percent of adults age 65 and older say that it has 
been five or more years since they have seen a dental care 
provider.

Percentage of Residents Reporting Last Visiting a Dentist or Dental Clinic
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