
Opportunity Mapping – Kirwan Institute 

Opportunity mapping is a research tool used to understand the dynamics of “opportunity” within 

metropolitan areas. The purpose of opportunity mapping is to illustrate where opportunity rich 

communities exist (and assess who has access to these communities) and to understand what needs to 

be remedied in opportunity poor communities. Opportunity mapping builds upon the rich history of 

using neighborhood based information and mapping to understand the challenges impacting our 

neighborhoods. 

Why map neighborhood conditions? 

An extensive body of research has established that neighborhood conditions and proximity to 

opportunities such as high performing education or sustainable employment have a critical impact on 

quality of life and self-advancement. The central premise of opportunity mapping is that residents of a 

metropolitan area are situated within an interconnected web of opportunities that shape their quality of 

life. Opportunity mapping provides an analytical framework to measure opportunity comprehensively in 

metropolitan regions and determine who has access to opportunity rich areas. Opportunity mapping 

also provides a framework to assess what factors are limiting opportunity in a community and can assist 

in identifying what measures are needed to remedy these impediments to opportunity. 

Calculating The Kirwan Composite Opportunity Index  

The final Kirwan Composite opportunity index for each census tract is based on the average Z-score for 

all 18 indicators by category. The corresponding level of opportunity (very low, low, moderate, high, 

very high) is determined by sorting all census tracts into quintiles based on their opportunity index 

scores. Thus, the census tracts identified as “very high” opportunity represent the top 20% of scores 

among census tracts. Conversely, census tracts identified as “very low” opportunity represent the 

lowest-scoring 20% of census tracts.  

Z-scores are helpful in the interpretation of raw score performance, since they take into account both 

the mean of the distribution and the amount of variability (or the standard deviation). The Z-score 

indicates how far the raw score is from the mean, either above or below it, in standard deviation units. A 

positive Z-score is always above the mean (upper 50%). A negative Z-score is always below the mean 

(lower 50%) and a Z-score of zero is always exactly on the mean or equal to 50% of the cases. Thus, 

when trying to understand the overall comparative performance of different groups with respect to a 

certain variable, we can assess how a certain group (of individuals, tracts, etc.) is performing with 

respect to the mean performance for the certain variable. No weighting was applied to the various 

indicators; all indicators were treated as equal in importance. 

For more information on Kirwan Institute’s Opportunity Mapping Project see: 

http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/opportunity-communities/mapping/  
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�������� ��������� �� ������� (r) ��� ���� (m) �� ����� ���� ������ ��� ��� ith ������ ���������� ���� ��� 
������������ (i = 1, 2, ..n)����� N �� ��� ������� ������ �� ������� �� ��� ����������� �� ��� ������ 
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