
 
 

 
 

 
Lincoln Park Strategies • 611 Pennsylvania Avenue SE, #112, Washington, DC 20003 • (202) 548-0047 

 
1 

TO: Interested Parties 

FR:  Lincoln Park Strategies       

RE:  Be Careful What You Wish For 

DATE: February 19, 2015 
 

It is par for the course for Republicans, particularly those with presidential ambitions, to promote plans for 

states to keep more of their money and send less to Washington to be redistributed among the other states. 

The argument has a great deal of appeal to the Republican base and allows this cohort to emphasize their 

Tenth Amendment viewpoint that individual states should manage all matters that do not absolutely require 

federal power. And while there is a shift among the presidential hopefuls of talking about the plight of the 

middle class, this dovetails nicely with the classic Republican makers vs. takers frame.   

 

And while there is no polar opposite argument being made to counter this viewpoint, there are many on the 

Left arguing that those with more means should be taxed higher as a method to cure our country’s fiscal 

issues. Following the 2014 elections, we thought it would be interesting to look into the numbers and try to 

determine whether these arguments hold water or if they are campaign messaging and little else.  

 

THE QUALITY OF LIFE 

 

While there is no absolute and perfect measure of how a state is doing, in order to better understand 

the current position of the 50 states, we created a metric for the “quality of life” of a given state. It is 

an amalgamation of median home price, median income, unemployment rate, violent crime rate, 

teenage pregnancy rate, life expectancy, high school graduation rate, adult and child overweight and 

obesity rates, minimum wage rate, and dollar spent per student. We used these measures since they 

cover most of the commonly accepted contributors to a comfortable life including income, health, 

safety, and education. For the full definition and exact scores for each state, see Appendix A.  

 

The following is a map of how each state scored and how they compare to others throughout the 

country. The states in orange are the ones that earned the lowest quality of life scores, with Nevada at 

the bottom of the rankings. The grey states are in the middle tier, and the states in green make up the 

top tier, with Vermont taking home the top life-quality score in the country. 
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Partisans on the Left may point to the fact that among the states that rank in the bottom third of our quality 

of life rankings, the majority (76%) are Red states1, while the majority (59%) of the states in the top third are 

Blue states as a proof point of failed Republican policies. However, this is clearly not an absolute measure 

and the pattern does not follow a partisan divide.  

 

As we see in the map above, the quality of life score tends to be more regionally correlated than associated 

with the partisanship of the state. While states in New England as well as the northern Midwest to upper 

Northwest rank high on the scale, states in the South and Southwest typically do not enjoy high quality of 

life scores.  

 

Furthermore, Nevada and New Mexico, as well as Michigan – Blue states– rank among the lowest in the 

country in life quality, while Red states North Dakota and Utah are near the top of the list. Some of these 

results are not surprising when we take into account Detroit’s struggles in recent years, or the recent boom 

years in North Dakota thanks to natural gas exploration. At the end of the day, regionalism trumps 

partisanship in explaining these scores. 

 

Another fact that we found interesting is that while regionalism tends to be the biggest predictor of what 

quality of life tier a state resides in, the opinions of how things are in a state are decidedly not regional. 

                                                           
1 For the purposes of this paper, we define Red (Republican) and Blue (Democratic) states according to which party won 
the state in the 2012 presidential election. 
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Indeed, in our national poll conducted in December, we found that a plurality of Americans feel their area is 

doing about the same as other areas of the country, regardless of the quality of life in their state. Among the 

states with the bottom third quality of life rates, 46% feel their area is about the same as other areas, while 

just 24% believe their area is better, and 26% say it is worse. When we look at the states with the top third 

quality of life rates, we see similar results. Here, 45% say their area is about the same, with 27% who believe 

their area is better off, and 21% who think the area is worse off. While we thought that people who live in 

high quality of life states would view their area as better off and low quality states would view their area as 

worse off, this turns out to be flawed thinking. Indeed, Americans nationwide tend to take the same 

perspective on their area as their counterparts do in states with different levels of quality of life. 

 

“GIVERS VS TAKERS” 

 

While a crude tool at best, clearly the map below is not what candidate Mitt Romney had in mind during his 

infamous speech during the 2012 election. In this map, the states range from the highest “takers” based on 

how much is sent to the federal government in taxes versus how much is returned to the state in federal 

funding. The range runs from the highest in dark red (South Carolina winning the prize for best return on 

investment $7.87 for every dollar paid in taxes) to dark green for the states which have the lowest return on 

money paid (Delaware receives the least amount of money for dollar paid in taxes with $0.50 returned).  

 
Again we see a regional pattern, with most Southeastern states getting a higher return on investment; 

indeed, of the eleven states that receive more than $2 for every dollar they put in, 64% are in the South, 

while the other four are split between the West and Midwest.  In contrast, among the fourteen states that 

receive less than a dollar back for every dollar they contribute, none are in the South, and four states in the 
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Midwest (Illinois, Ohio, Minnesota, and Nebraska) come in with the lowest return on investment (under $.70 

for every $1 contributed) – trailing only Delaware.  

 

While the regional pattern is not quite as consistent as in the quality of life map, geographical location is still 

strongly indicative of which states will be givers versus takers. In addition, the partisan lean is evident.  

Among the biggest givers (those fourteen that have a negative return on investment), a majority (64%) 

voted for Obama in the 2012 election, while the biggest takers (over $2 received for every $1 sent in) are a 

majority (73%) Romney states.    

 

We see some overlap with our life quality map, often those states with lower quality of life are bigger takers, 

of the eleven states in our top tier of takers, seven are in the bottom third of quality of life, with South 

Carolina being the starkest example (leading the federal return on investment list and ranking second to last 

in quality of life). In contrast, North Dakota and Hawaii are the big exceptions as both have high return on 

investment from the federal government (over $3 for every $1 sent in), but they also rank near the top in 

the quality of life assessment. 

 

FEDERAL RELIANCE 

 

At the end of the day however, a state’s reliance on the federal government is more than a simple 

calculation of whether it receives more money from the federal government than it sends. As a result, 

we created our own metric for how reliant a state is on the federal government. Our calculation also 

includes the percent of federal funds of total revenue, and the number of federal employees per capita.  

For the full definition and exact scores for each state, see Appendix B.  

 

The map looks a little different than a simple taker vs. giver comparison, although both are highly related to 

the quality of life score. 
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We continue to see that states in the Deep South are heavily reliant on the federal government. The states 

in dark red are the most reliant with South Carolina and Hawaii having the highest scores. At the other end 

of the scale, Delaware and Minnesota score as the states least reliant on the federal government. As we saw 

in simple “Givers vs. Takers” map above, New England states also tend to be less reliant on the federal 

government to fund their roads, bridges, health care, and so forth, while earning higher quality of life scores. 

Bigger states like California, New York, and Texas, whether Red or Blue politically, tend to be givers rather 

than takers simply because of their large economies; even so, Red state Texas appears closer to the middle 

of our federal reliance list than Blue states California and New York. 

 

In addition to seeing some consistency in regions from map to map, we also see similar – but opposite – 

Red/Blue divide in these scores. Among the half of states that are less reliant on federal funding, 72% are 

Blue, while among the half of states that make up the top of the list, 68% are Red. We also saw that 72% of 

the states with the higher quality of life lean Democratic, while 68% of states that rank lower in life quality 

on our scale lean Republican. 

  

 Quality of Life Federal Reliance 

Top 25 7 Red, 18 Blue  72% Blue 17 Red, 8 Blue  68% Red 

Bottom 25 17 Red, 8 Blue  68% Red 7 Red, 18 Blue  72% Blue 
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As we began to see in our “Givers vs. Takers” map above, a number of individual states themselves do not 

correspond to this tendency – Blue states Vermont, Maine and Hawaii and Red state North Dakota, for 

instance – have very high quality of life ratings, but also are in the top half of federal reliance, while Blue 

states Nevada and Michigan and Red state Arizona are lower on both the quality of life and federal reliance 

scales. So partisan policies are hardly the only – or most significant – contributors to where the states end 

up in these rankings.  

 

Looking across all fifty states, we see that 40% do not fall into the higher quality of life/lower federal 

reliance split – and for these states, partisanship plays little to no role in whether a state ends up in this 

group. Overall, ten states are in the bottom half both in quality of life and federal reliance and the same 

number are both highly reliant on the federal government while having higher life quality as well. Belying 

any partisanship theory, each of these groups often consists equally of Red and Blue states.   

 

On the other hand, among the thirty remaining states, partisanship does seem highly significant. As the 

chart below shows, of the 15 states with high federal reliance and low quality of life, 80% are Red states, 

while among the 15 oppositely ranked states, 86% are Blue.    

 

Federal Reliance versus Quality of Life 

 States at the top of 
both lists States that fall somewhere in between 

States at the 
bottom of both lists 

Number of 
states 

10 30 10 

Makeup of 
states 

5 Red, 5 Blue 

14 Red, 16 Blue 

5 Red, 5 Blue 
Top Fed Reliance, 

Bottom Quality of Life 
Bottom Fed Reliance, 

Top Quality of Life 

15  15  

12 Red, 3 Blue 2 Red, 13 Blue 

 

 

Thus we see a developing trend: Red states tend to be more reliant on federal largesse, but the policies 

implemented in those states do not lead to higher incomes, less violence, higher education or higher life 

expectancies (among other metrics). In contrast, the majority of Blue states receive less federal assistance 

than their counterparts, while the policies, at least in theory, result in higher quality of life outcomes.  So it 

begs the question, what would happen to the federally reliant states if they continued their policies, but lost 

much of their federal funding?  

 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

There is a little bit of something for everyone in these numbers. What Republicans should take away 

from this study is that more federal funding has no correlation to better life outcomes, so why do we 
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insist on giving money to the federal government to redistribute? Indeed, states may know best how to 

manage their own funds, and some states – Red or Blue – manage their funds well, while others do not. 

Clearly a number of different aspects play a significant role in how a state fares: geographic location 

and possession of natural resources being key among them. Thus, any Democrats arguing that taxing 

the top 1% of earners at a higher rate and redistributing the money is a simple solution to state-to-

state disparity would find their efforts frustrated by these data. 

 

On the other hand, what Democrats should take away from this is that even with a lower federal return 

on investment, states pursuing more liberal policies tend to end up with higher life-quality outcomes.  

Additionally, they might hypothesize that those states – Red or Blue – that receive a higher portion of 

money from the federal government would suffer even more without it, so the last thing we should do 

is reduce the funds going to those states.   

 

Regardless of how either party would interpret these results, it seems clear that there is no panacea for 

how to create a high quality of life for the people of a specific state. States pursuing conservative 

policies, as well as those with more liberal strategies, both appear in the top of the quality of life 

rankings, as well as at the bottom. 

 

The evidence that emerges from this data that people in Blue states tend to have a higher quality of life 

and lower reliance on the federal government than those in Red states is not so overwhelming to 

mandate painting the country Blue. Similarly, the lack of a definitive correlation does not prove that the 

country should follow a more conservative ideology of putting more money in the hands of individual 

states or of lowering taxes overall.    

 

However, the political reality is that Republicans like to push for less federalization of revenues and 

allowing states to keep more of their own money. While that makes sense as a political strategy 

because they can both play against the evils of Washington and point to it as a way to reduce 

government spending, enacting this policy change would likely be a policy failure for Republican states, 

particularly in the South, and eventually a political, and economic, nightmare.  

 

The majority of Red states are too dependent on federal funding to do without current revenue sharing 

from Washington. The federally reliant states would be forced to come up with other ways to balance their 

books by raising taxes or cutting spending. Given that many of these states also rank amongst the lowest 

quality of life states in the country, neither of those options is especially appealing if they want to maintain 

their populations.  

 

Eventually, these states would end up like Kansas which has suffered economically after Republican 

Governor Sam Brownback conducted what he called a “real-life experiment” in conservative policy 

enactment by cutting taxes and spending, reducing government jobs, and denying welfare applications, 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/in-kansas-gov-brownbacks-reelection-race-is-case-study-in-republican-party-shift/2014/07/30/3192d86c-1420-11e4-8936-26932bcfd6ed_story.html
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among other Republican-espoused policies. If states nationwide were to be dependent solely on the tax 

dollars they could contribute, Republicans that currently dominate the political arena would have some 

explaining to do to their constituents.  

 

Republicans would likely come to regret a devolution model of federal funding and programming. It would 

lay bare the lower quality of life in a number of their key states and could reveal gaping holes in the 

Republican fiscal vision. Luckily for Republicans, they can probably rely on merely using these policies as a 

successful political tactic. They just have to be careful that no one ends up actually implementing it. 

 

Democrats need to be careful with these results as well. While there is an argument for an increase in the 

quality of life with more liberal policies, that measurement only goes so far. Regional advantages factor in 

heavily and, additionally, if Democrats push for higher taxes on high income earners as the be-all end-all 

answer to our problems, one must remember that most of this money will be heading to states that already 

are receiving more than $2 for every $1 they send to Washington with very little to show for it in terms of 

quality of life. 

 

At the end of the day, policy arguments will always dominate, however the biggest lesson from these 

numbers should be that smart government policies coupled with regional advantages drive success for 

states. There is little states can do about the natural resources, but smart government is in the hands of the 

elected officials regardless of Red or Blue. The question for the future is: what will win in the end, politics or 

smart policies? 
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APPENDIX A: QUALITY OF LIFE SCORES 

 

State 
Quality of Life 

Score State 
Quality of Life 

Score State 
Quality of Life 

Score 

AL 0.74 LA 0.57 OH 1.90 

AK 0.93 ME 11.90 OK 0.82 

AZ 0.79 MD 1.62 OR 3.79 

AR 0.58 MA 5.42 PA 2.23 

CA 2.18 MI 0.62 RI 4.67 

CO 4.41 MN 5.31 SC 0.54 

CT 4.62 MS 0.62 SD 7.73 

DE 1.23 MO 1.07 TN 0.64 

FL 1.03 MT 6.14 TX 0.81 

GA 0.71 NE 4.79 UT 13.65 

HI 11.19 NV 0.49 VT 30.51 

ID 5.48 NH 20.03 VA 4.16 

IL 1.11 NJ 4.52 WA 7.88 

IN 1.82 NM 0.61 WV 1.03 

IA 3.45 NY 2.69 WI 4.06 

KS 1.68 NC 1.34 WY 5.65 

KY 1.33 ND 10.37   
 

Quality of Life Scores are composed of the following data from each state 

 

Median Property Value: US Census Bureau http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/acsbr12-20.pdf.  

Median Income: US Census Bureau https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/statemedian/  

June 2014 Unemployment Rate: NCSL http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/2014-state-

unemployment-rates.aspx  

Violent Crimes Rate: US Census Bureau https://www.census.gov/statab/ranks/rank21.html  

Teen Pregnancy Rate: The National Campaign http://thenationalcampaign.org/data/compare/1678  

Life Expectancy: The Measure of America http://ssrc-static.s3.amazonaws.com/moa/MOA-III-June-18-FINAL.pdf  

Childhood Overweight and Obese Rate: Child Health Data http://childhealthdata.org/browse/allstates?q=2415  

Adult Obesity Rate: NCSL http://www.ncsl.org/research/health/obesity-statistics-in-the-united-states.aspx  

High School Graduation Rate: Edweek http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/State%202010-

11%20graduation%20rate%20data.pdf  

 

 

 

  

http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/acsbr12-20.pdf
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/statemedian/
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/2014-state-unemployment-rates.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/2014-state-unemployment-rates.aspx
https://www.census.gov/statab/ranks/rank21.html
http://thenationalcampaign.org/data/compare/1678
http://ssrc-static.s3.amazonaws.com/moa/MOA-III-June-18-FINAL.pdf
http://childhealthdata.org/browse/allstates?q=2415
http://www.ncsl.org/research/health/obesity-statistics-in-the-united-states.aspx
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/State%202010-11%20graduation%20rate%20data.pdf
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/State%202010-11%20graduation%20rate%20data.pdf
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APPENDIX B: FEDERAL RELIANCE SCORES 

 

State 
Federal 

Reliance Score State 
Federal 

Reliance Score State 
Federal 

Reliance Score 

AL 14.2 LA 10.0 OH 1.6 

AK 6.4 ME 7.2 OK 4.2 

AZ 5.6 MD 12.6 OR 3.4 

AR 2.7 MA 2.0 PA 3.2 

CA 1.6 MI 2.0 RI 5.2 

CO 2.6 MN 0.9 SC 19.1 

CT 1.5 MS 12.2 SD 6.7 

DE 0.8 MO 3.9 TN 5.3 

FL 10.4 MT 8.1 TX 3.9 

GA 4.3 NE 1.8 UT 3.4 

HI 19.1 NV 2.1 VT 5.1 

ID 3.9 NH 1.9 VA 9.3 

IL 0.9 NJ 1.4 WA 3.3 

IN 3.8 NM 16.3 WV 9.9 

IA 2.2 NY 1.8 WI 2.5 

KS 1.8 NC 3.3 WY 4.8 

KY 7.8 ND 15.3   
 

 

Federal Reliance Scores are composed of Return on Taxpayer Investment, Funding as Percent of State Revenue, and 

Federal Employees Per Capita state data, sourced from Wallet Hub (http://wallethub.com/edu/states-most-least-

dependent-on-the-federal-government/2700/).  

http://wallethub.com/edu/states-most-least-dependent-on-the-federal-government/2700/
http://wallethub.com/edu/states-most-least-dependent-on-the-federal-government/2700/

