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PORTLAND REGION’S ECONOMIC CHECK-UP

Since 2010, the Value of Jobs coalition has tracked the health
of Portland-metro’s economy in an annual Economic CheckUp, conducted by ECONorthwest. The report has provided a
comprehensive evaluation of the Portland-metro economy,
showcasing how the region weathered the challenges of the
Great Recession and how it has slowly – but largely successfully
– recovered in recent years. With an updated approach to the
annual check-up, the coalition has the opportunity to better reflect
on and compare Portland’s economic strengths and weaknesses
through a new lens of analyses and comparator regions.
By a number of economic measures, Portland-metro continues to
excel – increasing jobs, growing household incomes and a more
educated workforce are evidence of that. As expected, Portlandmetro’s economic expansion has resulted in rising prosperity for
many, though the disturbing trend of some communities of color
with substantially lower household median incomes continues
and must be addressed. Furthermore, the findings highlight
substantial challenges that must be overcome, particularly around
issues related to affordability, if Portland is to continue seeing the
benefits of growth.
This 2017 Economic Check-Up focuses on three broad categories
of measurements for Portland-metro: 1) prosperity and
productivity, 2) opportunity and affordability, and 3) workforce and
investment climate. In addition to some Portland-metro specific
data, the report evaluates how the region fares in these three
categories relative to five updated comparator regions – Austin,
Seattle, Indianapolis, Nashville and Salt Lake City. Among the
regions, Portland-metro ranks fourth overall across all economic
indicators in each of the three categories.

REPORT AT A GLANCE

6.9 & 1.3

Percentage growth rate of
Portland-metro median
household income and per
capita income respectively in
2016.
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Portland-metro gross
metropolitan product per
capita in 2016.

37

Percentage of all Portlandmetro households that are cost
burdened (rent or mortgage
greater than 30 percent of
income) in 2016.

47

Percentage of Portland-metro
employment to population
ratio in 2016.
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The Portland-metro region continues to excel in growing
jobs, household incomes and a more educated workforce,
but housing affordability and shared prosperity continue to
be challenges that need to be addressed.
For the full report, including methodology, interactive charts
and the complete conclusion visit:
www.portlandalliance.com/2017checkup/

Percentage growth rate of
Portland-metro population age
25 or older with an associates
degree or higher in 2016.

PORTLAND-METRO ECONOMIC OUTCOMES
Portland-metro’s economy, by a number of indicators,
remains strong. As in years past, the number of
jobs grew across nearly all industries and median
household incomes (MHI) grew. However, as more
people move to the region, Portland-metro is
experiencing growing pains, presenting a challenge
for the region that must be addressed.
Portland-metro shows strong growth in both
population and employment; however, housing
supply is not keeping pace, resulting in an

affordability challenge that will continue until the
gap is closed. See Figure 1. Another significant issue is
that, while household incomes grew this year, there
remains significant disparities between races, with
African American, American Indian and Hispanics/
Latinos well below whites and Asians.
Portland-metro continued to see positive job growth,
particularly in construction, education/health services
and transportation/utilities, but the 2017 job gains
represented the slowest annual growth in five years.

PEER REGION COMPARISONS
ECONorthwest analyzed a range of different
economic indicators to find which regions are most
similar to Portland-metro. Past comparators included
Sacramento, Cincinnati, St. Louis and Salt Lake City,
Seattle, Denver and Minneapolis. Portland-metro’s
recent growth and subsequent changes in the
economy have resulted in a new set of comparator
regions: Nashville, Indianapolis, Salt Lake City, Austin
and Seattle.

Prosperity & Productivity
This category of economic indices measures output
and productivity, income and traded-sector activity
for all six regions. Portland-metro shines in tradedsector activity as a share of gross metropolitan
product (GMP) compared to other regions. While
Portland ranks No. 2 among comparator regions
in GMP growth per capita, it has lagged most
comparators in terms of overall GMP growth for the
last several years. See Figure 6.

$62,606

Portland-metro trails Seattle and Austin in actual
MHI, but the region led all comparators in MHI
growth between 2010 and 2016. See Figure 8. The
growth of MHI is a significant reversal of previous
long-term trends. This is a positive sign indicating
more equitable growth across low-, middle- and
high-income households. On the other hand,
Portland-metro still lags comparator regions and the
U.S. metro average in actual and growth of per capita
income, which reflects Portland’s relatively low highincomes.

Opportunity & Affordability
This category is a reflection of a number of
economic measures, including income inequality,
commute times, poverty rates and housing costs.
One of Portland’s biggest challenges is housing
affordability, which threatens continued prosperity
and competitiveness. Of all the comparator regions,
Portland-metro has the most cost-burdened
households (those paying more than 30 percent
of their income towards rent or a mortgage) and is
tied with Seattle with respect to the ratio of median
home price to MHI. See Figure 17.
At the same time, the share of the population
living below the federal poverty line dropped
for all comparator regions, with Portland-metro
having the third lowest poverty rate. As it relates to
income distribution, Portland is more equal than
all comparator regions, excluding Salt Lake City.
While Portland-metro is middle of the pack on most
opportunity measures compared with other regions,
it stands out as the least affordable for housing.
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Workforce & Investment Climate
This economic indicator category measures labor
force characteristics, start-up firms, and employment
and population statistics. A positive finding in
this report is that Portland-metro is significantly
outpacing its comparator regions in growth of the
share of population with an associate degree or
higher. See Figure 22.
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Portland-metro’s performance is middle of the road
relative to comparator regions as it relates to: Highskilled, foreign-born share of the population; workers
in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM)
occupations; and share of the population age 25
years and older with an associate degree or higher.
Though Portland-metro is third highest in growth of
25- to 34-year-olds overall, its employment growth
only tops Indianapolis, and its employment to
population ratio is lower than all comparator regions.
Venture capital per capita in Portland-metro is fifth
lowest, which, along with Nashville and Indianapolis,
significantly trails Salt Lake City, Austin and Seattle.
Additionally, in the share of jobs at young firms,
Portland ranks No. 4, with fewer jobs than in Austin,
Salt Lake City or Nashville.

For the full report, including methodology,
interactive charts and what this means:
www.portlandalliance.com/2017checkup/

What this means
This 2017 Economic Check-Up provides a more
detailed and nuanced approach to evaluating the
strengths and weaknesses of Portland-metro relative
to comparator regions based on a broader set of
economic indices.
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Among the six regions, Portland-metro ranks fourth
overall across all economic indicators. Our region
excels in some areas but underperforms in a number
of categories. Austin, Salt Lake City and Portland are
most tightly clustered together, ranking No. 2, No. 3
and No. 4, behind Seattle, based on a broad set of
economic, demographic and affordability measures.
The growth in median household income (MHI), in
which Portland leads all comparators, is a notable
bright spot in this year’s report, reflecting a reversal
in the long-term trend of middle-income wage
stagnation. Portland-metro also stands out in
population and job growth that is well above the U.S.
metro average. As the population has grown, it has
also become more educated, with the share of those
25 years and older with an associate degree or better
growing faster than all others. See Figure 22. Portland
continues it’s strong performance in all measures
related to broad economic output, measured by
gross metropolitan product (GMP).
However, there are three key areas that need focused
attention. First, housing affordability remains a
significant challenge that threatens continued
economic progress and opportunity. It is necessary to
develop a robust response to increase housing supply
commensurate with the growing population.
Second, though income inequality is less pronounced
in Portland-metro relative to comparator regions
except Salt Lake City, some populations are not
keeping up. African Americans, in particular, have

MHI’s far below other racial groups, only recently
regaining the incomes lost during the recession.
Third, Portland’s per capita income continues to be
lackluster and must be boosted without exacerbating
inequality, which requires wage gains across low-,
middle- and high-skilled work.
This report makes clear the imperative to focus
on affordability and growing jobs for the region
to continue its strong economic performance. As
Portland-metro continues to grow, this annual
report will provide a key tool for policymakers and
stakeholders to identify areas to focus on to ensure a
world-class region with opportunities for all.

Thank you to our coalition partners

About the Value of Jobs coalition
The Value of Jobs coalition, led by the Portland Business Alliance, is based on the premise that, in order to have a
prosperous, healthy Portland region with a good quality of life, we need more private-sector jobs. The coalition began
with an economic study in the fall of 2010, which showed important trends about the Portland-metro economy.
A number of other studies have followed that highlight the region’s economic opportunities and challenges.
Learn more at www.valueofjobs.com.

