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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 

 

The Wilkes County Economic Development Commission 
(WEDC) in Wilkes County, NC, retained Garner Economics, 
LLC, a nationally known economic development consulting 
firm based in Atlanta, to develop a multiyear economic 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ 
and challenges, industry targets the County should pursue, and overall recommendations for 
a successful proactive economic development effort.   

²Ŝ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜŘ ²ƛƭƪŜǎΩǎ competitiveness. Our Competitive Realities report, which we 
provided previously as our first deliverable examined the issues that impact and determine 
economic competitiveness and community vitality for Wilkes County, NC. Key demographic 
and economic indicators for the County were compared to state and national trends as well 
as the comparison of Tupelo/Lee County, MS and Scottsboro/Jackson County, AL, which were 
selected as benchmark communities by the WEDC.  

¢ƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŘŀǎƘōƻŀǊŘ ƛŎƻƴǎ 
is presented. Each finding has an accompanying icon to assist with interpretation. Readers are 
encouraged to review the supporting data in the full report to gain a more complete 
understanding.   

 

Dashboard Indicator Legend: 

 

Indicator in Wilkes County is better (more positive) compared to a 
majority of the benchmark geographies, or points to a positive trend 
within the County.  

 

Indicator is neutral, neither positive nor negative.  Indicator may 
represent an observation, or be in the middle of the benchmark 
geographies. 

 

Indicator in Wilkes County is worse compared to a majority of the 
benchmark geographies, or points to a negative trend within the 
County. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_North_Carolina_highlighting_Wilkes_County.svg
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Demographic Dynamics 

 

Moderate population growth, up just .01 percent over the last five 
years.  The five and ten year growth trends are below the state and 
nation, and one of the benchmark counties. 

 

Population growth is solely from natural and foreign sources, and while 
positive, is less likely to satisfy immediate workforce demands. Annual 
losses due to domestic-out-migration have been steady since 2002. 

 

With 90.7 percent of the population categorizing themselves as white, 
the population of Wilkes is relatively less diverse, although the 
proportion of the Hispanic/Latino population makes up a larger share 
of the total population than in the two benchmark communities; but 
less than the in the state or nation. 

 

At 39.9 years, the median age in Wilkes County is above the state, 
nation, and Lee MS, resulting in a high old-age dependency ratio. 

 

Wilkes County has a lower proportion of its population ages less than 
29, and ages 40-44 compared to the state, nation, and both 
benchmark communities.  

 

Wilkes County has a higher relative proportion of residents whose 
highest level of educational ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ άƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ фǘƘ ƎǊŀŘŜέ, and 
άфǘƘ ǘƻ мнǘƘ ƎǊŀŘŜΣ ƴƻ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀέ. Similarly, the County has a lower 
relative proportion of residents whose highest level of attainment is 
άGraduate or professional degreeέΦ 

 

The comparison of three national education indicators reveals no 
discernable trend or noteworthy divergence in Wilkes public schools 
relative to the other geographies. 

 

For two of the last three years, the combined SAT score in Wilkes has 
been below the nation, but above the state in all three years. 

Economic Dynamics 

 

The average wage per job is 32 percent below the state, and 48 
percent below the nation. 

 

Over the last ten years, adjusted for inflation, the average wage per job 
has declined by 3.3 percent, and in the last five years has declined by 
5.2 percent. 
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Per capita income is 10 percent below the state and 26 percent below 
the nation. 

 

The five year growth rate of per capita income is above all the other 
compared geographies, and the ten year rate outpaces all but the 
nation. 

 

Wilkes County has a relatively lower proportion of total income from 
earnings, 6.7 percentage points below the nation and 5.4 percentage 
points below the state, and overall a higher share from retirement 
income. 

 

Total nonfarm employment has been steadily declining for nearly a 
decade. Between January 2002 and June 2009, Wilkes County 
experienced 77 months (85.6 percent) of year-year employment 
losses. 

 

²ƛƭƪŜǎΩ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
highest among the other geographies examined. 

 

The number of private business establishments peaked in the second 
quarter of 2007 at 1,336 and has since declined by 5.6 percent or 75 
fewer establishments. 

Industry Dynamics 

 

Relative to the benchmark geographies examined, Wilkes County has a 
larger proportion of employees in Construction, and Local Government 
and conversely, a lesser share in Trade, Transportation, and Utilities, 
Leisure and Hospitality, and Federal Government. 

 

Over the last five years, significant job losses have come primarily from 
two major industry sectors, manufacturing, and management of 
companies and enterprise, down by 1,863 and 1,690, respectively. 
Smaller gains have been lead by health care & social assistance, 
construction, and accommodations and food services, up 511, 320, and 
214, respectively. 

 

A wide difference exists between the highest earning industries and 
the lowest earning industries. Wilkes highest earning industries, 
utilities and management of companies and enterprises, are more than 
400 percent above the lowest earning industries, arts, entertainment, 
& recreation, and private educational services. 
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Industrial Specialization 

 

The economy of Wilkes County has a dominant agricultural sector. 
Total agricultural cash receipts in 2008 equaled $329 million. Farm 
employment totaled 1,376 or 4.1 percent of total employment, and 
farm proprietors' income totaled $106.7 million or 8.5 percent of total 
County earnings. 

 

The economy of Wilkes County has several areas of distinct industrial 
specialization. Management of companies & enterprises, and 
agriculture & forestry each demonstrate especially high local 
specialization. 

 

In spite of overall job losses, seven major industry sectors experienced 
employment growth that exceeded both national and industry-specific 
trends, indicating the presence of unique competitive advantages. The 
seven are:  
ǒ Construction 

ǒ Health care and social assistance  

ǒ Accommodation and food services 

ǒ Private Educational services 

ǒ Administrative services 

ǒ Real estate and rental and leasing 

ǒ Finance and insurance 

Labor Market Analysis 

 

Relative to the state and nation, Wilkes County has a higher proportion 
of workers classified as employee of private company, or self-employed 
in own (not incorporated) business. Conversely, Wilkes has a lower 
relative proportion of workers classified as self-employed in own 
(incorporated) business, private not-for-profit, or Government. 

 

Wilkes has experienced an increase in the number of nonresident in-
commuters, up by 4,074 or 68.5 percent from 2002 to 2007. 

 

The majority of Wilkes resident workers (60 percent) are employed in 
Wilkes County. 

 

Labor participation rates are relatively high among ages 16 to 24 in 
Wilkes County, while ages 45 to 74 are comparably low. 

 

Compared to the state, turnover rates in Wilkes County are mostly 
lower, while compared to Lee MS and Jackson AL the rates are higher. 
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Among the 23 major occupational groups, Wilkes County has a 
specialization in seven:   

ǒ Farming & forestry  

ǒ Transportation & material moving  

ǒ Production  

ǒ Construction & extraction  

ǒ Installation, maintenance, & repair  

ǒ Healthcare support  

ǒ Management  

 

We then conducted an Assets and Challenges Assessment and Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ƻŦ ²ƛƭƪŜǎ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘέΦ  Our Assets and 
Challenges Assessment for Wilkes County centered on the principle of indentifying the 
strengths of the community to attract and retain investment so those assets can be marketed 
proactively.  Likewise, we identified those challenges that may be impediments to growing 
the County economically so that they may be remedied over time. 

Our process of identifying the assets and challenges for Wilkes began with a comparison of 
Wilkes County to every other County in North Carolina. Garner Economics conducted a 15 
factor Geographic Information Systems (GIS) screen of the County.  While project screenings 
may typically involve more factors, including data layers customized for a particular project 
with a corporate client, this exercise provides insight into what prospective companies will 
see when they take a first look at the region.  . 

 
Keeping in mind that a full project screen involves more factors, including custom 
factors for the specific project, these screening results show Wilkes County with a final 
score of 2.53 on a 1.00 ς 4.00 scale (with a higher score being a higher rating).  Overall, 
the average county score in the state was 2.534. Wilkes ranks 49th among all 100 
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counties, and just falls into the second highest quartile of the final scores.  More detail 
on the GIS screening are found in the full report within this document. 

Our Assets and Challenges Assessment serves as in depth analysis of Wilkes County using 85 
screening factors or variables. This assessment is based on a review of economic and 
demographic characteristics, input from the WEDC, interviews with local business and 
community leaders ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 
the country and corporate clients globally. This is normally the second step in a review of a 
County by a site selection consultant and complements the previous GIS screen should a 
County make the initial cut. Our summary of ²ƛƭƪŜǎΩǎ Assets and Challenges follows and the 
full analysis can be seen further in this report: 

Challenge Neutral Asset 

Well positioned to serve international 
markets 

Centrally located for major regional 
market 

General aviation airport capable of 
handling corporate aircraft 

Rail service Centrally located for national 
market 

Availability of unskilled and semi-
skilled workers 

Port facilities Common carrier trucking Availability of skilled industrial 
workers 

Within 1 hour of commercial air 
passenger service  

Interstate highways Availability of managerial personnel 

Availability of technicians and 
scientists 

Scheduled airfreight services Cost of labor 

Availability of engineering program 
locally  

Local telephone company's capacity 
for simultaneous voice/data 
transmission and high speed 
internet services 

Quality of labor-management 
relations 

Adequate level of professional staff Connection of local telephone 
company to national fiber optics 
network 

Availability of post-secondary 
vocational training 

Involvement of both public and private 
sectors 

Availability of skilled clerical 
workers 

Within one hour of a major 
university/college  

Local economic development 
organization has a strategic plan 

Availability of on-the-job training 
assistance 

Availability of forest products 

Level of awareness of community 
regarding economic development 

Cooperation of local state 
employment office in recruiting and 
screening applicants  

Availability of agricultural products 
for food processing 

Level of funding for local economic 
development program 

Availability of business and 
professional services 

Availability of manufacturing 
processes 

Availability of fully served and 
attractive industrial sites 

Cost of electricity for industrial use Availability of water/cost of 
water/sewer 

Availability of fully served and 
attractive office sites 

Availability of high (dependable) 
quality electric service 

Level of board leadership support of 
the economic development 
program 

Reasonably priced sites Availability of uninterruptible 
natural gas 

Availability of suitable office space 

Availability of low interest loans for 
small business 

Level of cooperation between 
various organizations involved in 
economic development activity 

Availability of adequate wastewater 
treatment capacity 

Availability of venture capital from 
local sources for business startups 

Availability of suitable industrial 
space 

Quality of local elementary and 
secondary education 
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Lastly, from all of the research noted previously, we were able to identify the optimal 
business targets for Wilkes County.  A summary of these targets are shown graphically with 
more detail in the full report. 

Wilkes County Optimal Targets 
 

Agribusiness 
Food Processing 

Shared 
Back-Office 

Services 

Mobile 
Entrepreneurs 
Independent  

Self-Employed 

Advanced 
Materials 
Specialty 

Manufacturing 

Woodworking 
Craftsmanship 

Specialty 
Manufacturing 

     

Subsector Targets 
 

 Snack Food 
Production 

 Other Food Mfg 
 Wine 
Production 

 Call Centers 
 Human 
Resources & 
Benefits 
Administration 

 Payroll & 
Bookkeeping 
Services 

 Loan 
Administration & 
Other Services 

 Self-Employed 
(one-person 
businesses)   

 

 Plastic Products 
 Medical 

Instrument & 
Supply Mfg 

 Aircraft, Engine 
& Parts Mfg 

 Boat Building  
 Kitchen Cabinet, 

Bathroom Vanity 
& Countertop 
Mfg 

 Other Wood 
Product Mfg 

 

Availability of relocation incentives 
for transferees 

Availability of tax-exempt financing 
for new industrial facilities 

Quality of post-secondary education 

 Availability of adequate water and 
sewer lines to industrial sites 

Local property taxes 

Challenge Neutral Asset 
 Condition and maintenance of local 

streets 
 

 Level of traffic-carrying capacity of 
local streets and highways 

 

 Availability of tax incentives  

 Availability of labor training 
incentives 

 

 Level of state costs for workers' 
compensation 

 

 Level of state costs for 
unemployment insurance 

 

 State and local environmental 
regulations 

 

 Business permitting procedures and 
costs 

 

 Zoning policies  

 Building codes  

 Corporate income taxes  
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Our Conclusions and Recommendations can be found in detail beginning on page 75.  A 
summary of these recommendations follow with the table below. Wilkes County needs to 
focus on several fundamental issues of economic transition as well as important preparative 
steps before it can realize its fullest potential as a dynamic, local economic center ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
global economy. The recommendations within provide the steps to meet this challenge. 

Recommendations for action are categorized under three areas of opportunity: 

ǒ Organizational 

ǒ Product Marketing 

ǒ Product Improvement 

 

¢ƘŜ άtǊƻŘǳŎǘέ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ Wilkes County. 

 

Organizational Product Marketing Product Improvement 

LƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ.   
Enhance your website. Create  a dedicated tax source for 

economic development called a 
άtǊƻƧŜŎǘ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ CǳƴŘέ. 

Asst. Director should focus on program 
responsibilities.   

Be in the Piedmont Triad Regional 
Partnership territory. 

Need an industrial park on US 421. 

Hire an office manager. 
The County should market itself within 
the U.S. and globally as a low cost 
location for business. 

Engage the research of the Public 
Administration program at 
Appalachian State University to 
explore the costs/benefits of 
undertaking a merger of Wilkesboro 
and North Wilkesboro. 

Bylaws need to be changed to allow for 
the governance of the WEDC to be the 
responsibility of its own board of 
directors. 

WEDC should create an electronic 
newsletter. 

Wireless should be installed in the 
central business districts of Wilkesboro 
and North Wilkesboro. 

Become a true public-private partnership. 
Wilkes and neighboring counties 
should brand itself as the Agri-Business 
Corridor. 

Venture capital fund. 

The WEDC should consider moving to a 
better facility.  

Improve the image of vocational-
technical education for students who 
are not college bound. 

Small Business Incubator. 

 Get US HWY 421 from I-77 to 
Wilkesboro designated as an 
Interstate spur. 

Enact an annual initiative to visit with 
its Congressional delegation in 
Washington. 

  The Chamber of Commerce should 
host an annual political training forum 
for people interested in the nuances of 
running for public office. 

  Local officials should explore the 
possibility of offering a satellite 
campus of a four year academic 
institution in Wilkes County. 

 



 

 10     

Wilkes County must look forward and recognize that to 
succeed it cannot be business as usual. It must be prepared to 
accept rapid change from the impact of a constantly evolving 
global economy. Wilkes County must invest in technology to 
position itself as a locaǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ άƳƻōƛƭŜ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎέΦ Lǘ 
must focus on public and private leadership and nurture a 
new generation of leaders for the community. It must realize 
that the days of the large employer coming to a community 
and being the economic engine are limited. It should 
celebrate success with business locations and expansions no 
matter what size.  

These are the themes that we have heard and observed. Now we challenge Wilkes County 
and the region to move forward with these recommendations.  

Wilkes County must look forward 
and recognize that to succeed it 
cannot be business as usual. It 

must be prepared to accept rapid 
change from the impact of a 
constantly evolving global 

economy. 
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INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY  

 

The Wilkes County Economic Development Commission (WEDC) retained Garner Economics, 
LLC in January of 2010 to develop a multiyear economic strategy focusing on the 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΣ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǇǳǊǎǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 
recommendations for a successful proactive business development effort.   

To understand where you wish to be as a community, you must appreciate the historical 
context of what characteristics have brought your respective community to where you are 
ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ /ƻǾŜȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά{ŜŜƪ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘέ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ŀƴ 
economic strategy for Wilkes County uses his mantra of understanding the past and 
knowledge of today before you can plan for the future.  Our Assets and Challenges 
assessment, also referred to as a SWOT Analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats) allows us to document what problems exist in the County that constitutes barriers 
for successfully achieving the vision of its leadership.  

Garner Economics conducted an assessment of the community from a corporate site 
ǎŜƭŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻΥ 

ǒ Identify key strengths to emphasize in economic development marketing efforts, 
and; 

ǒ Identify key weaknesses that may limit investment in Wilkes County so that 
remediation of these local challenges may occur. 

Our approach began with interviews and focus group of over 45 people representing large 
and small employers, agribusiness, academia and elected officials. This gave us an overview 
of how local businesses and residents evaluate the business climate of Wilkes County.  We 
then evaluated the opportunities and challenges in Wilkes to serve ŀǎ ŀ άǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘέΣ ŀƴŘ 
highlight information of concern to business leaders, site selectors, and other economic 
decision makers. Garner Economics ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ 
trends and other factors that, taken as a whole, provide a condensed and candid assessment 
of Wilkes /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΦ  

The findings, conclusions and recommendations of Garner Economics are contained in this 
report. The report is structured as to identify what issues are or have been impediments to 
growth in the County, what assets exist as it relates to economic development, and then 
recommendations to take the area to its next level in economic development. Garner 
Economics especially appreciates the assistance of the WEDC and Robin Hamby, Assistant 
Director of the WEDC in providing suggestions and logistical assistance.  

 



 

 12     

AN ECONOMIC ANALYSIS OF WILKES COUNTY 

 

 

 

Population Growth 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ ŀǎ ƻŦ нллу ²ƛƭƪŜǎ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭǎ ссΣсррΦ 
The figure is 65 persons or 0.1 percent more than five years earlier. Wilkes County has 
experienced moderate population growth over the last ten years, up a total of 3.9 percent 
since 1998. Overall, population growth trends have been below the state and nation, and one 
of the benchmark counties (Figure 1 and Table 1).  

Figure 1 
Population Growth Rate (2008) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 
Table 1 

Population Growth 

  2008  
Population 

10-Year   
Net Change 

10-Year 
Percent 

5-Year   
Net Change 

5-Year 
Percent 

Wilkes 66,655 2,523 3.9% 65 0.1% 

Lee MS 81,139 6,555 8.8% 3,799 4.9% 

Jackson AL 53,134 158 0.3% -357 -0.7% 

North Carolina 9,222,414 1,413,293 18.1% 812,754 9.7% 

US 304,374,846 28,520,742 10.3% 14,163,932 4.9% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

0.1%

4.9%

-0.7%

9.7%

4.9%

3.9%

8.8%

0.3%

18.1%

10.3%

-5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

Wilkes Lee MS Jackson AL North Carolina US

5-Year 10-Year
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Sources of Population Change 

Population change has three major sources: 1) natural (births minus deaths), 2) domestic 
migration, and, 3) international migration1.  The leading contributor to changes in Wilkes 
County population is natural (Figure2 and Table 2).  Over the period of 2000-2008, natural 
growth accounted for 1,376 net new residents. International in-migration was responsible for 
1,201 net new residents. Over the same period, Wilkes lost a net of 1,132 residents due to 
domestic out-migration.  Growth from natural and international sources, while positive, is 
less likely to satisfy immediate workforce demands.   

Figure 2 
Annual Sources of Population Change 

Wilkes County 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

                                                      
1 

Migration of the foreign born; lawful permanent residents (immigrants), temporary migrants (such as students), 
people illegally present in the United States, and additionally net movements of the Armed Forces population 
between the United States and overseas.  
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Table 2 
Source of Population Change*  

2000-2008 

 Total  
Population  

Change 
Natural International Domestic 

Wilkes 1,019 1,376 1,201 -1,132 

Lee MS 5,384 3,734 275 1,841 

Jackson AL -792 267 76 -850 

North Carolina 1,175,914 412,906 192,099 591,283 

*Components do not total exactly due to inter-year residual adjustments made by the Census Bureau. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Race & Hispanic 

With 90.7 percent of the population categorizing themselves as white, the population of 
Wilkes is less diverse relative to the state, nation, and Lee MS (Table 3). The Hispanic/Latino 
category makes up a larger proportion of the total population in Wilkes, than in the two 
benchmark communities; but less than in the state or nation.   

Table 3 
Race & Ethnicity by Percent Total Population (2006-2008)

2
 

 
Wilkes Lee MS 

Jackson  
AL 

North  
Carolina 

US 

White 90.7 72.7 93.1 71.6 76.2 

Black/African American 5.1 26.6 4.0 22.0 13.1 

Asian 0.7 0.8 0.4 2.1 4.9 

Some other race 3.5 0.4 3.0 4.3 5.8 

      
Hispanic or Latino (of any race) 5.3 1.6 1.7 7.0 15.1 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

                                                      
2 
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Řŀǘŀ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳΩǎ нллс-2008 American Community Survey (ACS). 

The three-year estimates are based on on-going data collected between January 2006 and December 2008. Data are 
largely collected by mail with Census Bureau field representatives following up by telephone and/or personal visit 
with addresses that do not respond. The multiyear estimates are used to reduce statistical margin of errors.  
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Age 

Median Age 

At 39.9 years, the median age in Wilkes County is above the state, nation, and Lee MS (Figure 
3 and Table 4).  The effect of the higher age can be observed in a higher old-age dependency 
ratio,3 exceeding the state, nation, and both benchmark communities (Figure 4 and Table 5). 
Unsurprisingly, the child dependency ratio4 is relatively lower in Wilkes. 

Figure 3 
Median Age (2006-2008) 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Table 4 
Median Age (2006-2008) 

  Wilkes 
Lee  
MS 

Jackson  
AL 

North  
Carolina 

US 

Median age 39.9 35.9 40.2 36.8 36.7 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

                                                      
3 

A measure derived by dividing the population 65 years and over by the 18 to 64 years population and multiplying by 

100. 
4
  A measure derived by dividing the population under 18 years by the 18 to 64 years population and multiplying by 

100. 
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Figure 4 
Age Dependency Ratios (2006-2008) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Table 5 
Age Dependency Ratios (2006-2008) 

  Wilkes 
Lee  
MS 

Jackson  
AL 

North  
Carolina 

US 

Old-age dependency ratio 25.4 20.4 25.2 19.3 20.0 

Child dependency ratio 36.0 45.2 36.7 38.4 39.0 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Age Groups 

Wilkes County has a lower proportion of its population ages less than 29 and 40-44 (Table 6).  
Ages 15-29 are particularly underrepresented, averaging more than a percentage point below 
the other geographies.  Age groups 55-59, 70-79, and 85+ comprise a higher proportion of 
total population in Wilkes than in the other geographies. 
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Table 6 
Age Groups by Percent of Total (2006-2008) 

Ages Wilkes 
Jackson 
AL 

Lee  
MS 

North  
Carolin
a 

US 

< 5 5.9 7.8 6.0 7.0 6.9 

6-9 6.5 7.3 6.2 6.6 6.6 

10-14 6.3 7.5 6.4 6.7 6.8 

15-19  5.9 7.1 6.2 6.9 7.2 

20-24  4.9 6.0 5.4 6.8 6.9 

25-29  5.9 6.5 6.5 6.7 6.9 

30-34  7.2 6.3 6.5 6.8 6.5 

35-39  7.8 7.2 6.5 7.2 7.0 

40-44  6.4 7.2 7.3 7.5 7.3 

45-49  7.6 7.3 7.4 7.4 7.6 

50-54  7.3 6.9 7.4 6.9 7.0 

55-59  6.4 5.9 6.3 6.2 6.0 

60-64  6.3 4.6 6.3 5.1 4.8 

65-69  4.1 3.9 4.7 3.7 3.6 

70-74  4.7 2.7 4.5 2.9 2.9 

75-79  2.8 2.1 2.8 2.4 2.5 

80-84  2.1 2.2 2.3 1.8 1.9 

85+ 2.1 1.3 1.2 1.4 1.7 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Educational Attainment 

Comparing levels of educational attainment reveals several distinct characteristics among 
Wilkes County residents ages 25 and over. Wilkes County has a higher relative proportion of 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ άƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ фǘƘ ƎǊŀŘŜέΣ ά9th to 12th 
ƎǊŀŘŜΣ ƴƻ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀέΣ ŀƴŘ άAssociate's degreeέ ό¢ŀōƭŜ 7).  Wilkes County has a lower relative 
proportion of residents whose highest level of attainment is άGraduate or professional 
degreeέΦ 

Summarily, Wilkes had the lowest percent high school graduate or lower, and the lowest 
percent bachelor's degree or higher (Table 7). 
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Table 7 
Educational Attainment Percent Total (2006-2008) 

Age 25+ 

 
Wilkes Lee MS 

Jackson  
AL 

North  
Carolina 

US 

Less than 9th grade 11.8 5.2 10.2 6.3 6.4 

9th to 12th grade, no diploma 18.3 13.7 15.8 10.8 9.1 

High school graduate  33.0 28.7 37.2 28.9 29.6 

Some college, no degree 17.7 24.9 18.9 20.2 20.1 

Associate's degree 8.3 7.3 6.4 8.2 7.4 

Bachelor's degree 8.2 13.9 8.0 17.1 17.3 

Graduate or professional degree 2.8 6.4 3.5 8.5 10.1 

 Summary 
     

Percent high school graduate or higher 69.9 81.1 74.0 82.9 84.5 

Percent bachelor's degree or higher 11.0 20.3 11.5 25.6 27.4 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
 

Public Education Indicators 

Public education indicators are a means to measure education quality across various 
geographies. The national indicators are broad, and at best would indicate further 
examination at points of significant deviation. The comparison of three important national 
indicators revealed no discernable trend or noteworthy divergence in Wilkes public schools 
relative to the other geographies (Table 8).          

Table 8 
Public Education Indicators 

  
Student/Teacher 

Ratio 
(07-08) 

Total Current 
Expenditures Per 

Pupil 
(06-07) 

Instructional 
Expenditures 

Per Pupil 
(06-07) 

Wilkes 15.4 $7,964 $4,780 

Lee MS 14.8 $6,962 $4,227 

Jackson AL 14.2 $8,405 $4,582 

North Carolina 14.0 $7,878 $4,887 

US 15.5 $9,683 $5,903 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics 
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SAT Scores 

The SAT Reasoning Test is a standardized test for college admissions in the United States, and 
a widely excepted measure of education quality. SAT scores are especially relevant to 
businesses because they provide a measure ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŦƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘέ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
educational quality of those entering the workforce. Unfortunately SAT scores are not readily 
available for all school systems nationwide. 

For two of the last three years, the combined SAT score in Wilkes has been below the nation, 
but above the state in all three years (Figure 5 and Table 9).  Among the areas of testing, 
Wilkes generally outperformed the state and nation in Critical Reading and Math, and 
underperformed in Writing (Figure 6, 7 and 8).   

Figure 5 
SAT Combined Scores 

 
Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 

 

Table 9 
SAT Combined Scores 

 

 

 

Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 
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Figure 6 
SAT Critical Reading Scores 

 
Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 

Figure 7 
SAT Math Scores 

 
Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 

Figure 8 
SAT Writing Scores 

 
Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 
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ECONOMIC DYNAMICS 

Average Wage per Job 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, in 2008, Wilkes /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǿŀƎŜ 
per job equaled $30,8095. Relative to the state and nation, Wilkes /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛǎ 
32 percent below the state and 48 percent below the nation. Over the last ten years, the 
nominal (unadjusted for inflation) average wage per job in Wilkes County has increased by 
27.7 percent; the pace is below the state, nation, and Lee MS (Figure 9 and Table 10). Over 
the five most recent years, the rate of growth is below all the compared geographies. 

Correcting growth in the average wage per job to real values (adjusting for inflation) provides 
a more realistic view of the actual spending value of the wage dollars. Over the last ten years, 
real (adjusted for inflation) the average wage per job in Wilkes County has declined by 3.3 
percent, and in the last five years has declined by 5.2 percent (Figure 10 and Table 11). The 
inflation adjusted ten and five-year rates of growth are below the state and nation. 

Figure 9 
Average Wage per Job Change

 
Unadjusted for Inflation (0=1998) 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 

                                                      
5
 Average wage per job is wage and salary disbursements divided by the number of wage and salary jobs (total wage 

and salary employment). Wage and salary disbursements consists of the monetary remuneration of employees, 
including the compensation of corporate officers; commissions, tips, and bonuses; and receipts in kind, or pay-in-kind, 
such as the meals furnished to the employees of restaurants. 

Wilkes

Jackson AL

Lee MS

North Carolina

US

$0

$2,000

$4,000

$6,000

$8,000

$10,000

$12,000

$14,000

$16,000

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008




