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The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the Hampton Roads economy in a myriad of ways, 

most evident is in regional employment levels. Regional employment had reached an all-

time high of 804,500 in January 2020, and quickly plummeted to a recent low of under 

700,000 by April 2020, just a few months after the onset of the pandemic. While  the region-

al economy has regained roughly 60,000 jobs in the ~14 months since the onset of the pan-

demic, the recovery has begun to slow with employment far below pre-COVID levels. 

Employment in Hampton Roads still derives mainly from military personnel and federal ci-

vilians, as well as industries related to the Department of Defense.  Nearly all industries saw 

declines between 2019 and 2020 as the impacts from the pandemic caused many businesses 

to shut down or adjust operations. The construction industry was one standout that actually 

added jobs in 2020. 

A gap remains between the national and regional unemployment rate, signaling a continued 

strength of the local economy relative to that of the nation. The regional unemployment rate 

has declined slowly and steadily after the spike due to the pandemic, along with the rest of 

the state of Virginia and the nation.  

Regional per capita incomes continue to lag U.S. levels after outperforming the country dur-

ing the initial years of the Great Recession. And while wages and salaries have increased in 

the region by over 8.8% since 2007, it still lags behind Virginiaôs statewide increase of 9.4% 

and a national increase of 10.6%. 

Overall, the Hampton Roads 

economy is important on 

both the national and inter-

national stage, with a gross 

product similar to some 

large countries. Our econo-

my  constitutes about 0.5% 

of the nationôs economy, in-

come, and population. Gross 

product saw strong increas-

es in 2019. 

It is important to note that 

much of the most recent da-

ta in this section is from 

2019 , which does not show 

impacts of COVID-19. 

The Hampton Roads Economy 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 
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Figure 2.1 Hampton Roads Historic Gross Product  

Figure 2.2 Gross Product in Hampton Roads 

and Reference MSAs 

Why is it important? 

It is important to understand the 

relative size of metro economies 

when making direct comparisons. 

This graph illustrates the broad 

range in the size of Hampton 

Roadsô reference  metropolitan 

areas. 

 

How are we doing? 

Hampton Roadsô gross product 

reflects both the size of the popu-

lation and the productivity/value 

added by its industries. As with 

most metros, the size of the re-

gionôs economy is tightly correlat-

ed with the size of its population. 

Why is it important? 

Gross product measures the dollar 

value of all the goods and services 

that are produced within a geo-

graphic area during a year. Track-

ing gross product over time illus-

trates the regionôs relative eco-

nomic performance. 

 

How are we doing? 

Between 2001 and 2007, real 

Gross Product grew at annualized 

rate of 2.85%; however, since the 

Great Recession,  the regional 

economy declined at an annual-

ized rate of 0.3% through 2019. 

The regional Gross Product has 

been increasing by roughly 2% per 

year from 2017-2018 and 2018-

2019, pre-COVID (2020 data not 

available at the time of report). 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 
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Figure 2.3 Hampton Roads Gross Product Compared 

to Foreign Economies 

Figure 2.4 National and Regional Gross Product Growth 

Why is it important? 

A comparison of the Hampton 

Roads economy relative to foreign 

economies of a similar size pro-

vides perspective as to the magni-

tude and potential influence of the 

regional market. 

 

How are we doing? 

Hampton Roads has a world scale 

economy, comparable to countries 

such as Lithuania, Libya, and Jor-

dan. The high level of both output 

and productivity growth in both 

the U.S. and Hampton Roads al-

lows this regionôs economy to rival 

those of nations which have sig-

nificantly larger populations. 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, CIA Worldbook, HRPDC 

Why is it important? 

Comparing the gross regional 

product to the U.S. Gross Domes-

tic Product provides a benchmark 

against which one can measure 

the regionôs performance. 

 

How are we doing? 

The Hampton Roads economy 

typically grows in tandem with the 

national economy. The most re-

cent regional and national devia-

tion in this trend was during the 

economic recovery where Hamp-

ton Roads is experienced slower 

growth than nation. In 2019, the 

region and the nation had very 

similar growth rates, Hampton 

Roadsô increasing while the na-

tionôs decreased. 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 
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Figure 2.5 Three-Year Gross Product Growth in 

Hampton Roads and Reference MSAs 

Figure 2.6 Employment and Gross Product in Hampton Roads  

Why is it important? 

Employment figures typically 

track gross product statistics; 

however, employment statistics 

are more readily available from a 

host of reliable sources. It is com-

mon practice to use employment 

information as a general indicator 

of economic well-being. 

 

How are we doing? 

Regional economic growth and 

employment growth are tightly 

related historically, but that rela-

tionship has weakened more re-

cently, as there have been periods 

of sharp employment declines 

without commiserate declines in 

gross product, and vice versa.  

Why is it important? 

The reference metropolitan areas 

are subject to many of the same 

pressures that influence economic 

conditions in Hampton Roads. 

Benchmarking local economic 

growth against growth in compet-

ing metros allows one to assess a 

regionôs performance irrespective 

of market conditions. 

 

How are we doing? 

While this region has experienced 

growth since 2010, that growth 

has been slight compared to many 

similar sized metropolitan areas.  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 
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Figure 2.7 Seasonally Adjusted Hampton Roads Employment  

Figure 2.8 Hampton Roads Employment Share of 

U.S. Employment  

Why is it important? 

When adjusted for seasonal fac-

tors, monthly employment data 

provide a real time indicator of 

regional economic activity.   

 

How are we doing? 

The Hampton Roads economy 

surpassed 2007 employment 

highs in May of 2017 and grew 

steadily since until January 2020. 

The impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic were severe, with over 

100,000 jobs lost between Febru-

ary and April of 2020. Roughly 

60,000 of those jobs have been 

recovered, but growth has slowed. 

Employment still sits below the 

highs of 2007, but above the lows 

of the Great Recession. Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, HRPDC 

Why is it important? 

The local business cycle influences 

relative growth rates. Comparing 

local employment figures to na-

tional employment figures reveals 

how the local business cycle devi-

ates from the national business 

cycle. 

 

How are we doing? 

Regional employment constitutes 

a larger share of national employ-

ment during periods of elevated 

military spending, including the 

1980ôs and shortly after 9/11. As 

military spending has declined 

relative to economic growth, the 

regionôs share of  U.S. employ-

ment has fallen. 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 
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Figure 2.9 Three-Year Employment Growth in Hampton Roads 

and Reference MSAs  

Figure 2.10 Public and Private Sector Employment 

in Hampton Roads  

Why is it important? 

Stable government employment 

can insulate an economy from 

volatile markets. Conversely, 

changes in government employ-

ment can exacerbate or counter 

market forces. 
 

How are we doing? 

While private employment fell 

sharply during the Great Reces-

sion, regional government em-

ployment has experienced  a grad-

ual slow decline. Separating re-

gional employment into these cat-

egories does not fully capture the 

influence of the federal govern-

ment because civilian contractors 

supported by the DoD are consid-

ered privately employed. 

Why is it important? 

A change in the level of regional 

employment often coincides with 

growth or declines in regional out-

put. Comparing Hampton Roads 

to metropolitan areas  of a similar 

size creates an opportunity to as-

sess the competitive strength and 

growth prospects for the regional 

economy. 

 

How are we doing? 

Regional employment growth has 

lagged that of its reference MSAs, 

as well as the average growth for 

U.S. metropolitan areas. While 

year-to-year performance will 

vary, a sustained period of weak 

employment growth signals un-

derlying economic issues. Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis, HRPDC 


