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A University of Washington-based think tank called the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation just
released a study showing life expectancy trends in every county in the United States.  Teton County ranks
very high, and today I’ll look at three major findings.

First, blame the men.

Out of America’s 3,147
counties, in 2007 Teton County
ranked second in average female
life expectancy: 84.7 years.  In
contrast, the typical Teton County
male’s life expectancy was 79.9
years, ranking us tenth.  Men’s
shorter life expectancy dropped
Teton County’s average to 82.1
years, ranking us seventh overall
(Table 1).

Second, after blaming men,
praise them for doing better.

In 1987, the typical Teton
County woman lived 79.6 years.  Twenty years later, that figure was 84.7, an increase of 5.1 years, or 6.4
percent.

In 1987, the typical Teton County man lived 73.4 years.  Twenty years later, that figure was 79.9, an
increase of 6.5 years, or 8.9 percent.  So while Teton County’s women still outlast its men, the gap is closing.

Further, both Teton County’s men and
women saw their average life expectancy grow
faster than that of the typical American, and far
faster than that of the typical Wyoming resident. 
In fact, between 1987 and 2007, the life
expectancy for the typical Wyoming male rose
just 2 percent, and that of the typical Wyoming
woman stayed essentially flat.  As a result,
between 1987 and 2007, Wyoming’s rank
among all states in terms of average life
expectancy dropped from 10  to 36 .  This wasth th

by far the worst performance of any state, and
ranks Wyoming among the states of the former
Confederacy in terms of our lagging-the-nation
life expectancy (Graph 1).

Third, we’re ahead of the curve.

Among our peer counties, we have the
longest life expectancy.  We’ve also seen the
largest jump in average life expectancy over the past 20 years (Graph 2).

Table 1
U.S. Counties with Highest Life Expectancy – 2007

(Note: “L.E.” means Life Expectancy in years)
Source: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation

Rank All Residents L.E. Women L.E. Men L.E.

1 Collier FL 83.1 Collier FL 86.0 Fairfax VA 81.1

2 Montgomery MD 82.7 Teton WY 84.7 Marin CA 80.8

3 Marin CA 82.7 San Mateo CA 84.5 Montgomery MD 80.7

4 Fairfax VA 82.5 Marin CA 84.5 Santa Clara CA 80.6

5 Santa Clara CA 82.2 Montgomery MD 84.5 Douglas CO 80.3

6 San Mateo CA 82.2 Honolulu HI 84.3 Collier FL 80.2

7 Teton WY 82.1 Gunnison CO 84.2 Los Alamos NM 80.1

8 Pitkin CO 82.0 Pitkin CO 84.2 Gunnison CO 80.0

9 Gunnison CO 81.9 Stearns MN 83.9 Pitkin CO 80.0

10 Douglas CO 81.9 Santa Clara CA 83.9 Teton WY 79.9
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Graph 2 also makes clear another
interesting point, namely that there’s no clear
cause-and-effect relationship between life
expectancy and a particular underlying factor
such as income or lifestyle.  If there were, San
Miguel County, Colorado, the home of Telluride,
would have a life expectancy more like that of
the other Colorado resort communities.  Instead,
it trails not just the nation, but both Lincoln
County, Wyoming and Teton County, Idaho.

Bigger picture, as we go further into the
Looking Glass world where our nation’s political
discourse now takes place, the life expectancy
data say two things of interest about our
community, state, and nation.

First, politicians in both Wyoming and the
nation as a whole have based their entire
careers on “exceptionalism”; i.e. the belief that
there is something so special about our state or country that to suggest otherwise is blasphemy.

Second, fully aided and abetted by the media, many of these same folks have furthered their careers
by reducing complex problems to soundbites, and then suggesting these soundbite issues can be easily
addressed by rigorous adherence to dogma.

Exceptionalism plus demagoguery – a potent political formula but a thoroughly ineffective way to
address problems, especially in the real world.  Does the practice make headlines?  You betcha.  Rally the
base?  Like a charm.  Win elections?  Primaries certainly, and even the occasional general election or three. 
But do they do actually get us anywhere?  Not a chance.

The reason for the failure is simple: Neither exceptionalism nor demagoguery is based in reality. 
Further, like Mother Nature – that most fundamental of all realities – reality always bats last.

For example, regardless of how passionate you are in your anti-government fervor, that doesn’t
change the fundamental reality that government exists for a reason.  Always has; always will.  Similarly,
regardless of how passionately you hate taxes, that doesn’t change the fact that, for government to do what
only it can do, it needs revenue.

Put more simply, you have to be willfully ignorant of the most basic mathematics to think that spending
cuts alone can solve our deficit issues.  And you have to be willfully ignorant of both history and basic
economics to think that massive spending cuts will do anything except make things worse – right now,
government spending is the only thing keeping us out of a full-blown recession.  

I believe in exceptionalism, but mine is a fact-based exceptionalism.  This means I go where the data
take me.  For example, from a life expectancy perspective, Wyoming is indeed exceptional, but only because
the state trails most of the nation in this most fundamental of quality-of-life indicators.  Similarly, the U.S., too,
is exceptional, but only because it trails most other first-world nations in its life expectancy.  And then if you
compare how long Americans live to how much we spend on healthcare, we’re exceptionally exceptional,
ranking right down there with the bottom tier of third world countries.

Do I believe America is a great place?  Absolutely.  Ditto for Wyoming.  But I also believe in data, and
one of the profound problems with our current political debate is that things are framed so that believing in
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data and believing in America’s greatness are mutually exclusive.

As I see it, America’s exceptionalism lies not in simply saying how special we are and taking that for
granted.  That’s the spoiled rich kid’s kind of exceptionalism, an exceptionalism based on nothing but a
constant recitation of one’s own wonderfulness.  It may sound good, but it also leads to the destruction of a
family’s wealth in a generation or two.

Instead, the exceptionalism I believe in regarding America, Wyoming, and Jackson Hole grows from a
melding of the bounty we’ve been given by nature, the knowledge we’ve gained from an intellectually-
rigorous educational system, and a recognition that our greatest accomplishments – both national and local –
have built on not just nature’s bounty, thoughtfully-applied education, and hard work, but also a healthy
infusion of humility.

That’s what I’ll be celebrating on Monday.  Happy Fourth of July to us all.


