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Unweaving a Tangled Web
Local Trends and Regional Challenges in Allegheny County

A llegheny County is under stress. Over 
the past several decades, it has lagged 
the nation in creation of jobs and  
growth of regional exports, has seen 

the fl ight of young professionals from the region, 
and has been unable to attract immigrants. Th ese 
events have contributed to its severe economic 
problems, including job losses, a declining and 
aging population, and few prospects of an eco-
nomic upturn. Th ese problems affl  ict most of the 
130 municipalities that make up the county, and 
in particular they aff ect the largest one, the City 
of Pittsburgh. Two issues that cities and towns in 
Allegheny County are struggling to manage are 
taxation and economic development—namely 
creation and retention of jobs. To help understand 
these issues, the Program on Economic Oppor-
tunity at the Heinz Foundation asked RAND to 
explore the degree and nature of economic inter-
dependence in the county. Th e goal is to develop a 
clear understanding of the economic relationships 
among the county’s cities and towns to inform 
decisions about taxation and economic develop-
ment. Th e results of the RAND analysis appear in 
Measuring and Understanding Economic Interdepen-
dence in Allegheny County.

What The Study Did
RAND researchers set out to determine how 
money in the form of earned income fl ows across 
the county. Th ey did so by comparing where 
people earned their money with where they lived. 
Th e two possible working situations generate three 
types of earnings. People can either work where 
they live, or they can live in one place and work 
in another. Th ose who live and work in the same 
place generate what the researchers called domestic 
earnings. If they work somewhere else and bring 
their paychecks home, that is called imported earn-
ings. And those same earnings are exported earn-
ings from the perspective of the municipality that 
houses the job. 

Using these three types of earnings, RAND 
researchers created two measures that enabled them 
to calculate economic interrelationships. One 
showed the extent to which a locale was a source of 
income for other communities in the county. A sec-
ond measure showed the extent to which a commu-
nity depends on out-of-town income. Th ese are called 
exported and imported earnings ratios, respectively. 

Study Highlights
One thing the researchers discovered was that most 
people work someplace other than where they live. 
Figure 1 shows the proportion of residents in each 
municipality in Allegheny County who live and 
work in their own town (who account for domestic 
earnings) and residents of the municipality who 
work somewhere else (the workers who account for 
imported earnings). 
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Key fi ndings 

• The economies of Pittsburgh and other 
communities in Allegheny County depend 
on each other, especially from an employ-
ment perspective.

• On average, only 13 percent of the 
residents work in the same town where 
they live.

• For 114 municipalities in the county, 80 
cents of every dollar earned comes from 
other locales.

• Pittsburgh is the economic engine of the 
region, contributing over 30 percent of 
the earnings of people in about half of the 
county’s municipalities.

• Communities can benefi t if they work 
together to bring jobs into the county 
rather than compete with each other for 
those jobs.



On average, only 13 percent of residents work in their own 
municipality. Put another way, over 85 percent of workers in 
Allegheny County commute to work outside of their municipal-
ity. Of the 130 municipalities, the City of Pittsburgh is at the high 
end of the scale, with 69 percent of its residents living and working 
within its boundaries.1 Moon Township and Monroeville Borough 
have the next highest proportion of domestic workers, with 30 per-
cent of their residents working in their municipalities. 

Th e RAND research highlighted other critical issues. Some 
municipalities export more income to other areas than their residents 
import, meaning more earnings leave the municipality than their 
residents bring in from other locales, i.e., they are net exporters of 
earnings. Th e fi ve largest of these include Pittsburgh, Monroeville, 
Findlay, Robinson, and Green Tree.2 Other municipalities export 
less income than they capture, which means that residents bring in 
more earnings from jobs in other areas than the earnings that non-
resident workers take out of that municipality. Examples of these 
municipalities include Mount Lebanon, Penn Hills, Shaler, and 
Upper St. Clair.3 Th ese municipalities are net importers of earnings.

In some cases, the disparities can be quite large. Ten municipali-
ties export more than $100 million. Th at is, people who work in 
these locations take $100 million to another place. Fifteen munici-
palities benefi t from this exported income, which is in the form of 
net imported income to them of more than $100 million annually. 
Not surprisingly, the City of Pittsburgh is the largest exporter of 
aggregate earnings to other areas after subtracting the imported 
earnings of its residents, yielding a net estimated earnings defi cit of 
over $5 billion.

One way to understand the economic interdependency of a 
region is to calculate the earnings ratios mentioned above. Th ese 
ratios indicate the degree of economic interdependence between 

two municipalities. Results show that 114 locales have imported 
ratios of over 80 percent or higher, which means that for every dol-
lar a municipal resident earns, at least 80 cents comes from jobs 
outside its boundaries. Th is indicates a high degree of economic 
interdependence among jurisdictions. Pittsburgh is again the anom-
aly, with an imported ratio of about 30 percent, indicating that 
many residents earn their income inside the city, or that about 70 
cents of every dollar earned by city residents comes from jobs from 
within the city’s boundaries. However, as stated above, Pittsburgh 
exports an enormous amount of income, accounting for more than 
one-third of all the exported earnings to the 130 municipalities 
combined. Figure 2 provides a picture of the imported earnings 
ratios by municipality within the county. Here, dark gray indicates 
ratios of 91 percent or higher; lighter shades of gray indicate ratios 
between 71 and 90 percent; the white shows the City of Pittsburgh, 
the only ratio 70 percent or less, with an imported earnings ratio 
of 30 percent. Exported earnings ratios in the county also are high, 
with 124 municipalities having ratios over 60 percent, meaning 
that at least 60 cents of every dollar of earnings generated by jobs 
within these jurisdictions leaves their boundaries. Th e picture is 
clear: Allegheny County municipalities are economically interde-
pendent based on earnings. 

Th e RAND research next examined how jurisdictions are inter-
connected to the City of Pittsburgh by looking at how income 
from the city fl ows into the surrounding area. Figure 3 provides a 
stylized picture to illustrate the degree of economic independence 
between four municipalities and the City of Pittsburgh. Th e large 
arrows show income earned in Pittsburgh and taken home, and the 
small arrows show income fl owing from other locales to Pittsburgh. 
Th e fi gure shows that some locations depend heavily on income 
generated outside their boundaries. Fox Chapel residents, for exam-
ple, earn more than 50 percent of their earned income from work-
ing in Pittsburgh. In all, nearly half of the municipalities in Alle-
gheny County rely on earnings from jobs in Pittsburgh for at least 
30 percent of all earnings by their residents, and at least 15 percent 
of total earnings for more than 90 percent of the municipalities in 
the county. Th is means that jobs in Pittsburgh alone provide the 
equivalent of 15 cents (or more) out of every dollar earned by resi-
dents in these municipalities.

Implications of the Findings
A key conclusion of this study is that the municipalities of Alle-
gheny County have a high level of economic interdependence, with 
more than 80 percent of all earnings on average leaving or entering 
county jurisdictions. Th is interdependence means that the econom-
ic fate of one municipality inextricably links to that of many others. 
As locales compete for jobs or residents within the county, depen-
dencies may shift but probably only to a limited extent. Indeed, 
done haphazardly, such competition might resize the slices of the 
pie but would not increase its overall size. Th e economic eff ect 
could be negative if municipalities use scarce resources to compete 
for nearby jobs. 

Because the municipalities rely on their own tax base to provide 
services to their residents, they have a motivation to engage in 
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1 It is important to note that, in general, the larger the geographical or popula-
tion area, the smaller the percentage of workers who commute elsewhere to 
work.
2 Th e City of Pittsburgh has estimated net exported earnings of more than $5 
billion, and the other four municipalities have net exported earnings between 
$300 million and $350 million.
3 Each of these municipalities has net imported earnings estimated between 
$250 million and $350 million.

Figure 1 
Most Residents Work Outside Their Municipalities
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this competition. But the 
larger question is whether 
such competition benefi ts 
the region as a whole. Th is 
is not an idle question, 
because, as the analysis done 
for this study shows, the 
region is highly interdepen-
dent. Th e question becomes 
particularly acute for Pitts-
burgh, which is the major 
economic engine in the 
region. If the surrounding 
municipalities took actions 
to boost their own economic 
fortunes but in doing so 
made Pittsburgh less attrac-
tive for employers, the end 
result could hurt the greater 
region economically. A tacti-
cal victory could ultimately 
become a strategic defeat.

Th e 130 municipalities 
in Allegheny County are 
deeply integrated economi-
cally, at least in terms of 
individual earnings, indi-
cating that the county is a 
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Figure 3
Examples of Imported Earnings Ratios
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Figure 2
Imported Earnings Ratios by Municipality

single “region” for employment. Th is situation raises 
a number of policy issues. Th e discussions currently 
under way about Pittsburgh–Allegheny County consol-
idation center on how to think and act more regionally 
to lessen ineffi  ciencies and inequities caused by mul-
tiple layers of government. Th is same discussion can be 
extended to the other 129 municipalities and the many 
additional governance structures within the county. 
People choose where to live in the county based on 
such factors as distance to work, transportation sys-
tems, schools, housing costs, and services. What model 
of regional planning and governance off ers the best 
balance for individual preferences inside a regional 
economy? Which functions and services are local, with 
decisionmaking at a jurisdictional level, and which are 
regional, with decisionmaking at a common level? As 
the center of the dense web of economic fl ows in the 
county, does Pittsburgh deserve special consideration to 
ensure its viability as an economic hub for the region?

Policymakers will need to consider these and many 
other questions. Th is report makes it clear that what-
ever the decisions, they must be made against the back-
drop of the economic interconnections of the region.



This research brief describes work done for RAND Infrastructure, Safety, and Environment documented in Measuring and Understanding Economic Interdependence in Allegheny 
County, by Sally Sleeper, Henry Willis, Eric Landree, and Beth Grill, TR-200-HE (available at http://www.rand.org/publications/TR/TR200/), 2005, 27 pp., $15, ISBN: 0-8330-3709-9. 
TR-200 is also available from RAND Distribution Services (phone: 310.451.7002; toll free: 877.584.8642; or email: order@rand.org). The RAND Corporation is a nonprofi t research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective solutions that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors around the world. RAND’s publications do not neces-
sarily refl ect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors. R® is a registered trademark.

RAND Offi ces   Santa Monica  •  Washington  •  Pittsburgh  •  New York  •  Doha  •  Berlin  •  Cambridge  •  Leiden

RB-9088-HE (2005)



This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice 
appearing later in this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided 
for non-commercial use only.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another 
form, any of our research documents for commercial use.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

This product is part of the RAND Corporation 
research brief series. RAND research briefs present 
policy-oriented summaries of individual published, peer-
reviewed documents or of a body of published work.

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

INFRASTRUCTURE, SAFETY,
AND ENVIRONMENT

Support RAND
 Browse Books & Publications

 Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
 Visit RAND at www.rand.org

 Explore RAND Infrastructure, Safety, and Environment

 View document details

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/ise/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/electronic/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/electronic/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/ise/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/RB/RB9088/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


