
It’s no surprise that parents’ income matters for their children’s development. 
It takes money to provide for a child’s needs. Even when a family has enough 
to cover basic necessities like food and shelter, they may struggle to make 
ends meet and find it difficult to purchase resources like quality child care and 
learning materials that can give children a strong start in life.

What is often overlooked, however, is that the neighborhood where a child 
lives can have effects over and above parental income and other family-level 
influences. In other words, neighborhoods matter—even for children in fami-
lies with adequate incomes and positive home environments. Crime, wide-
spread unemployment, social isolation, and lack of community resources create 
unhealthy environments for children’s development.1 

This chapter takes a look at the most recent available data on communitylev-
el factors that have been shown to affect children’s chances for later achieve-
ment and success.

Community
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Most of the data is presented at the census-tract level. To ensure readability, 
we have not labeled census tracts in the following maps. Instead, we include 
zip code labels to provide a context for the tract-level statistics. We have also 
provided a map of well-known landmarks (FIGURE 1) to help readers orient 
themselves.

FIGURE 1:
Landmarks,

Shelby County 

Source:
Center for Community 

Building and Neighbor-
hood Action, 2010
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Landmarks
1.  FedExForum
2.  Memphis Zoo & Aquarium
3.  Brooks Museum of Art
4.  Playhouse on the Square
5.  The Orpheum Theatre
6.  Graceland
7.  Sun Studios
8.  National Civil Rights Museum
9.  Memphis Botanical Garden
10.  Lichterman Nature Center
11.  Liberty Bowl Memorial Stadium
12.  The Pink Palace
13.  University of Memphis
14.  Memphis College of Art
15.  Rhodes College
16.  Southwest TN Community College
17.  Southwest TN Community College
18.  The University of TN Health Science  
 Center
19.  Baptist College of Health Sciences
20.  Memphis Motorsports Park
21.  Shelby Forest
22.  Shelby Farms
23.  Overton Park
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FIGURE 2:
Median Household 
Income, Shelby 
County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 
Estimates, 2006-2010
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Research consistently links family income to 
child well-being. The effects of income begin 
early: by age three, lower-income children tend 
to have lower cognitive scores and more behav-
ioral problems.2

Living in a low-income neighborhood can 
have effects that are independent of family 
income. In areas of concentrated disadvantage, 
children are likely to face multiple risk factors 
that threaten their educational, emotional, and 
social outcomes.3,4

FIGURE 2 depicts the median household incomes 
for Census Tracts in Shelby County.

Census Tract 114 (in Zip Code 38107) has 
the lowest median household income in 
Shelby County ($9,580).
Census Tract 213.53 (in 38139) has the high-
est median income in the county ($161,350).
The highest median income in Memphis is in 
Census Tract 213.11 (38120) with $124,531.
91 out of 221 Census Tracts in Shelby County 
have a median household income of $32,500 
or less.

Neighborhood income has been linked to children’s outcomes. 
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Research suggests that there is a critical thresh-
old or “tipping point” of neighborhood poverty. 
When the percentage of poor families in a 
neighborhood reaches 20 to 30 percent, nega-
tive family and child outcomes increase sharply.5

High-poverty neighborhoods are typically de-
fined as having more than 30 percent of house-
holds living below the federal poverty thresh-
old.6 Children in high-poverty neighborhoods 
are at higher risk of health problems, behavioral 
difficulties, teen pregnancy, high school drop-
out, and substance abuse, even after accounting 
for family characteristics.5

FIGURE 3 shows each Census Tract’s percentage 
of families living in poverty.

Census Tract 45 (Zip Code 38126) has the 
largest percentage of families that are living 
below the poverty line (73.7%).
Census Tract 204 (38053) has the lowest 
percentage of families that are living below 
poverty with 0.6 percent.
In 12 out of 221 Census Tracts, 50 percent or 
more of families are living below the poverty 
line.

FIGURE 3:
Percent of Families 

Living Below the 
Poverty Line, 

Shelby County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 

Estimates, 2006-2010
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Neighborhood poverty and economic hardship threaten children’s 
healthy development. 

Poverty
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FIGURE 4:
Percent of Families 
with Children 
Living in Poverty, 
Shelby County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 
Estimates, 2006-2010
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Living in high-poverty neighborhoods is associ-
ated with lower-quality learning experiences in 
the homes of young children, even after family 
income is taken into account. Child poverty can 
affect physical health, cognitive abilities, edu-
cational achievement, and emotional and social 
adjustment.7,8 Recent research has even linked 
early poverty to long-term changes in children’s 
brain development.9,10

In Shelby County, high-poverty neighborhoods 
are also neighborhoods with large numbers of chil-
dren. FIGURE 4 shows the distribution of Shelby 
County families with children living in poverty.

Census Tract 8 (Zip Code 38108) has the 
largest percentage of families with children 
that are living below the poverty line in the 
county, with 86.2 percent.
Tract 208.20 (38002) has the lowest percent-
age of families living below poverty. 
 In 41 out of 221 Census Tracts, at least 50 
percent of families with children are living 
below the poverty line.

Child Poverty 
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Further evidence of the economic distress experienced by many Shelby 
County families is presented in FIGURE 5, which shows the receipt of public 
assistance income.

Tract 45 (Zip Code 38126) has the highest percentage of households receiv-
ing public assistance (21.6 %).
34 out of 221 tracts have no households receiving public assistance.

FIGURE 5:
Percent of House-

holds receiving 
Public Assistance 

Income, Shelby 
County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 

Estimates, 2006-2010  
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Public Assistance 
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FIGURE 6:
Number Unem-
ployed Individuals 
in Civilian Labor 
Force, Shelby 
County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 
Estimates, 2006-2010  
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FIGURE 6 shows Census Tract patterns of unemployment in Shelby County. 
(Our measure of unemployment is based on census estimates of individuals 
who were not working but were able, available, and actively looking for work.)

The largest number of people unemployed is in Census Tract 100 (Zip 
Codes 38114/38104) with 845 unemployed.
The largest percentage of people unemployed is in Tract 46 (38104) with 
24.6 % unemployed.
The lowest number of people unemployed is in Tract 37 (38103/38104) 
with 8 individuals.
The lowest percentage of people unemployed is in Tract 37 (38103/38104) 
with 0.6% unemployed.

Unemployment
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Parental education is strongly tied to children’s well-being. Better-educated 
parents tend to engage in more positive parenting and create more positive 
home environments for their children.11

FIGURE 7:
Percent of Individu-

als with no High 
School Diploma, 

Shelby County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 

Estimates, 2006-2010
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Education promotes positive and effective parenting. 
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FIGURE 8:
Percent Population 
with a Bachelor’s 
Degree, Shelby 
County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 
Estimates, 2006-2010
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FIGURES 7 and 8 show the low levels of educational attainment among Shelby 
County adults. FIGURE 7 presents the distribution of adults without a high 
school diploma; FIGURE 8 shows the percentages of residents who have earned 
a Bachelor of Arts degree.

Census Tracts with the highest percentages of adults with no high school 
diplomas are found in Zip Codes 38126 and 38106.
According to census estimates, Census Tract 4 (Zip Codes 38107/38108), 
Tract 14 (38112), Tract 45 (38126), and Tract 2 (38107) have 0 individuals 
that have earned a BA degree. 
Zip Code 38139 contains the Census Tracts with the highest number of 
individuals who have earned BA Degrees. 
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Researchers have tried to determine why children in single-parent families 
tend to have worse outcomes than children of married parents. Many stud-
ies of family structure conclude that it is not living with a single-parent that 
places a child at risk, but the economic difficulties and other problems that 
often accompany single-parenthood. Other studies find that children of 
single-parents fare worse than children of married couples, even when family 
incomes are similar.8, 12

FIGURE 9 shows Census Tract percentages of single-mother households with 
children. 

Census Tract 45 (Zip Code 38126) has the largest percentage of single-
mother families (43.9%).
Tract 73 (Zip Codes 38111/38117) has the lowest percentage at 0.9 percent.

FIGURE 9:
Percent of Female 

Head of House-
hold, No Husband 

Present, with 
Children, Shelby 

County 

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 

Estimates, 2006-2010

38127

38053

38109

38002

38118

38128

38125

38018

38134 38016

38116

38106

38113

38133

38135

38138

38120
38111

38017

38117

38108

38119
38139

38115

38114

38103

38141

38122

38107

38104

38112

38028

38126

38105

38132

38131

38152

0% - 7%
7.01% - 12.5%
12.51% - 18.3%
18.31% - 25.8%
25.81% - 43.9%

% Female Head Hhlds.
No Husband w/ Children 

ACS 5 YR EST. (Census Tracts)

On average, children in single-parent families are at 
higher risk than other children. 
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FIGURE 10:
Percent of Total 
Population 5 Years 
and Under, Shelby 
County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 
American Commu-
nity Survey 5 Year 
Estimates, 2006-2010
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Taken together, the statistics presented in this chapter have troubling implica-
tions for the well-being of Shelby County’s young children. The prevalence of 
neighborhood risk factors means that children can be at risk even when their 
families provide them with a nurturing and stimulating home environment.

Early disadvantage appears to be especially detrimental to children’s devel-
opment. For example, income and economic circumstances appear to have 
stronger effects in early childhood than in adolescence.13

FIGURE 10 shows the population of children under age 5 in Shelby County. 
Comparing this pattern to those of the maps above shows that a disproportion-
ate number of our community’s children live in high-risk neighborhoods. 

The Census Tracts with the highest concentration of children are 106.20 
(Zip 38118) and 217.10 (Zip Code 38115), each with 13.6 percent.
The lowest percentage is in Tract 73 (38111/38117) with 1.2%.

Too many of Shelby County’s youngest children are at risk. 

84



Shelby County residential patterns have begun to change in recent years. The 
population of Memphis’ central areas is decreasing, while outlying areas of 
Shelby County are gaining population. In order to combat neighborhood-level 
risk for Shelby County’s children, we need a more thorough understanding of 
these trends and the ways they will affect the county’s future population.

FIGURE 11 shows changes in Shelby County’s population by Zip Code from 
2000 to 2010. A negative change represents a decrease in population; a posi-
tive change represents population growth.

38105 and 38106 in Memphis and 38018 in Cordova saw the biggest losses 
in population between 2000 and 2010. 
38002 in Arlington and 38103 and 38125 in Memphis saw the most popula-
tion growth.

FIGURE 11:
Population Change 
2000-2010, Shelby 

County

Source:
US Census Bureau, 

2000-2010
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Shelby County is undergoing dramatic population changes. 
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