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& Housing
Our Local Economy is Strong, But Growing Numbers of Boulder 
County Residents are Struggling.
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Toya Speckman is looking to fill about 100 

Boulder-area jobs at Ball Aerospace, where 

she works in talent acquisition. The pay 

is competitive. The workplace is creative 

and stimulating. But while high-skill, high-

wage tech jobs abound in Boulder County, 

the workers to fill them do not.

Boulder is fast becoming a prominent tech sector hub. 

We’re the Silicon Valley of Colorado, home to the 

creative class, one of the hottest cities of the future. 

We’re also a place that has historically imported our 

workforce, luring in candidates with our high quality 

of life and low tax rate.

By doing so, we’ve reaped the benefits of other 

states’ investments in education, snagging the talent 

we need without the full costs of their development. 

But, with more and more people struggling to make 

ends meet, even in economic recovery, is this strategy 

optimal or even sustainable for the future? Should we 

continue looking outside our community for workers, 

or should we work on developing our own local 

pipeline of talent instead?
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Economic forecasters showered 

us with good news coming 

into 2013. Colorado’s economy 

should grow faster than the 

nation’s as a whole, according 

to predictions. And Boulder 

County’s economy should grow 

faster than Colorado’s. Helping 

strengthen our local economy 

is our high concentration of 

companies working in growth 

industry clusters including 

aerospace, biotechnology, clean 

tech, information technology, 

natural and organic products, 

outdoor products, and tourism. 

Our economic outlook is largely 

bright; however, even as our per 

capita income creeps back up to 

pre-recession levels, troubling 

trends like rising inequality 

and underemployment remain 

worth watching.

Total wages in Boulder County have grown more than 25% since 2002 
– rising four times as fast as our population. (In comparison, Colorado’s total 
wages grew about two and a half times as fast as its population over that period.) 
Further, as of the end of 2011, Boulder County had recovered nearly all of the jobs 
(and income) lost in the Great Recession. But as we’ve recovered, we’ve also 
changed. Over the past decade – and since 2008 – we’ve added jobs in fields 
like healthcare and finance. We’ve lost jobs, however, in well-paying sectors like 
manufacturing and construction. (While the professional, scientific and technical sector 
hasn’t fully recovered since 2008, it’s been one of our biggest growth areas over the 
past decade.)

With lucrative jobs and a highly educated community, our per capita income levels in 
Boulder County are high. Nearly a quarter of families here earn more than $150,000 
annually, compared to just 11% of families in the U.S. as a whole. And our per 
capital personal income is about 125% of the national average. Our wealth is 
significant. As it turns out, so is our poverty.

Boulder County Total Full- and Part-Time Jobs By Sector

Industry 2005 2011 % Total  
Jobs

Change 
2005-2011

Professional, Scientific, and Technical 
Services

31,697 36,773 16% 16%

Government* 29,132 31,858 13% 9%

Health Care and Social Assistance 19,874 23,143 10% 16%

Retail Trade 19,568 19,870 8% 2%

Manufacturing 19,732 17,355 7% -12%

Accommodation and Food Services 14,819 16,110 7% 9%

Real Estate and Leasing 11,640 13,512 5% 16%

Finance and Insurance 8,732 12,198 5% 40%

Other Services, Except Public 
Administration

11,477 11,548 5% 1%

Administrative and  
Waste Management Services

9,698 10,445 4% 8%

Information 10,472 10,233 4% -2%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 6,626 7,878 3% 19%

Construction 10,626 7,689 3% -28%

Wholesale Trade 5,979 6,257 3% 5%

Educational Services** 4,551 5,255 2% 15%

Transportation and Warehousing 1,957 1,858 1% -5%

Mining 1,135 1,726 1% 52%

Management of Companies  
and Enterprises

1,661 1,063 <1% -36%

Farm Employment 939 904 <1% -4%

Forestry and Fishing 311 411 <1% 32%

Utilities 269 264 <1% -2%

Total employment 220,895 236,350 100% 7%

*Includes federal, state, and local  **Private education services only

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis

Boulder County Poverty Rates 

2000 2011

Individuals* 10% 14%

Families with children 7% 12%

Older adults (65+) 6% 6%

Children 8% 14%

Latino children 23% 35%

Children under 5 10% 17%

*Some undergraduate students are included in 
local and national individual poverty estimates. 
In Boulder County, about 13,000 undergrads 
are included.

Source: American Community Survey
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Feast and Famine 
One in seven residents here lives below 100% of 
the federal poverty guideline1 – or roughly $11,500 
annually for an individual and $23,500 for a family of four. 
At 14%, our poverty rate is just slightly below the national 
rate of 15%. Here’s the twist: poverty is growing 
faster here2 than in the nation as a whole. The 
number of local people living in poverty has increased nearly 
50% since 2000, to roughly 40,000 today. Further, the 
poverty rate does not capture the entirety of people who 
are struggling. The Colorado Center on Law and Policy’s 
Self-Sufficiency Standard suggests a four-person family with 
one preschool-age child and one school-age child needs 
about $68,000 annually to cover the cost of living in Boulder 
County without public or private assistance. Meanwhile, 
nearly one in three residents (28%) lives within 
200% of the federal poverty guideline – or 
roughly $23,000 annually for an individual and 
$47,000 for a family of four. Those who are struggling 
are not simply looking for handouts; data shows that 90% 
of the 3,500 local families receiving food stamps in 2011 
had at least one member who worked.

More than 70% of Boulder County residents over the 
age of 16 participate in the labor force, compared to 
fewer than 65% nationwide. But while many of us work 
hard, our wages vary significantly by occupation, industry and 
education level. Jobs in the information sector, for example, 
offer average annual salaries of nearly $100,000; those in food 
services, in contrast, pay about $17,000 annually.

The vast majority of adults here who have been fortunate enough 
to access higher education generally reap its rewards. Someone 
in Boulder County with a graduate degree earns about $63,500 
– or 3.5 times as much as someone who never finished high 
school. Further, wages for those with college degrees of some 
kind have risen over the past several years, while wages for 
workers with the equivalent of a high school diploma or less are 
on a downward trajectory; that means that the earnings 
gap between those with degrees and those without 
has expanded in recent years and is on track to widen 
further, strengthening the case for investment in Colorado’s 
education system.

While Boulder County’s income is 
comparatively high, we’re not as far ahead as 
we used to be. In 2001, the Boulder County 
Metropolitan Statistical Area ranked 7th in 
the country for per capital personal income, 
with residents earning 136% of the national 
average. Today, we rank 13th at 125% of 
the national average, with metro areas 
like Hartford, CT, Trenton-Ewing, NJ, and 
Barnstable Town, MA, having passed us.
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Family Income Distribution

Boulder County U.S.

Less than $25,000 11% 17%

$25,000 to $49,000 15% 23%

$50,000 to $99,999 29% 34%

$100,000 to $149,000 21% 15%

$150,000 to $199,999 11% 6%

$200,000 or more 13% 6%

Median Family Income $90,197 $62,735

Source: American Community Survey

Source: American Community Survey

CHILDREN IN POVERTY, 2011

 Boulder 14% 

 Longmont 18% 

 Lafayette 24%

Average Monthly Applications in Boulder County

TANF* Food Stamps Medicaid

2006 84 394 319

2007 76 395 370

2008 93 480 450

2009 135 627 443

2010 135 645 378

2011 138 689 458

2012 140 868 608

*Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

Source: Boulder County Department of Housing & Human Services
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Women’s 
Work 
Interestingly, while it pays 
to have a college degree, for 
women in Boulder County it 
pays a little bit less here than 
in other places. The 57% of 
women here with at least a bachelor’s 
degree earn less than the national 
median3 for their level of educational 
attainment, despite slightly higher rates 
of workforce participation – and our 
comparatively high concentration of 
top female executives (see page 59). 
Median earnings for women with a 
bachelor’s degree are about $5,000 
lower in Boulder County than in the 
nation as a whole, while earnings for 
women with a graduate or professional 
degree are about $4,000 lower4 here. 
Earnings for Boulder County men, in 
contrast, are on par with or higher 
than the national norm; they’re 
also significantly higher than 
earnings for women with 
similar levels of educational 
attainment. In Colorado, full-time 
women workers earn about 80 cents 
for every dollar men earn.

While the gender wage 
gap between Anglo 
women and Anglo men 
has grown smaller over 
the past decade, the gap 
between women of 
color and Anglo men 
has grown larger.
Source: The Status of Women and 
Girls in Colorado, 2013
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BOULDER COUNTY PER CAPITA PERSONAL INCOME Boulder Colorado U.S.
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Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis. Note: Per capita personal income in Boulder County and 
Colorado has nearly – but not quite – returned to pre-recession levels.

2012 Average Wages by Sector

Industry Boulder County Colorado

Information $103,632 $88,502 

Professional and Technical Services $95,155 $84,065 

Finance and Insurance $79,994 $77,610 

Manufacting $76,030 $62,229 

Public Administration $56,356 $56,082 

Health Care and Social Assistance $46,757 $45,696 

Construction $45,698 $50,151 

Real Estate and Leasing $43,378 $46,939 

Educational Services $31,273 $38,653 

Retail Trade $29,081 $27,819 

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation $20,324 $31,025 

Accommodation and Food Services $17,459 $18,432 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Boulder County Median Earnings by Educational Attainment

2006 2011 % Change

Less than high school graduate $20,745 $18,001 -13% 

High school graduate $29,431 $26,715 -9% 

Some college or associate's degree $30,932 $33,995 +9% 

Bachelor's degree $42,158 $45,012 +7% 

Graduate or professional degree $57,577 $63,580 +10% 

Source: American Community Survey

Local households in the top income brackets have seen their wages 
rise 19% over the past 30 years, according to a study by the Colorado 
Center on Law and Policy. Those in the bottom fifth saw earnings 
grow just 1% over the same period. 

FA
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Higher education hasn’t exactly translated into higher 
earnings for people of color here, either. Latinos in Boulder 
County are nearly twice as likely as Latinos nationally to have 
earned at least a bachelor’s degree, with roughly a quarter 
having achieved that distinction. Despite higher levels 
of educational attainment, Latinos here5 actually 
earn less than Latinos nationally. In contrast, Anglos 
here earn more than Anglos nationally, making the earnings 
gap between Anglos and Latinos significantly larger in 
Boulder County than in Colorado or the U.S. as a whole.

With local Latino households earning less than their national 
counterparts, it’s no surprise Latinos in Boulder County are 
more likely to live in poverty than Latinos nationally – despite 
their higher levels of educational attainment. Roughly 30% 
of Latinos here live below 100% of the federal poverty 
guideline, compared to 25% of Latinos in the nation as 
a whole. In Boulder County, Latino kids are five times as 
likely as Anglo kids to live in poverty. Such disparities raise 
questions about the degree of equity in our community – and 
what we can do to create a more level playing field.

Earnings by Sex by Education, Boulder County, 2011

Educational Attainment Male Female

Less than high school graduate $21,172 $15,785

High school graduate  
(includes equivalency)

$30,965 $23,078

Some college or associate's degree $40,567 $26,689

Bachelor's degree $57,904 $34,491

Graduate or professional degree $81,429 $48,519

Source: American Community Survey

Women’s Median Earnings by Educational Attainment

Boulder  
County

U.S.

Less than high school graduate $15,785 $14,774 

High school graduate $23,078 $21,854 

Some college or associate's degree $26,689 $27,649 

Bachelor's degree $34,491 $40,832 

Graduate or professional degree $48,519 $54,466 

Source: American Community Survey

2011 Median Household Income by Ethnicity

Boulder  
County

U.S.

Anglo $70,085 $56,229 

Latino $35,599 $40,843 

Source: American Community Survey

Leading the Way?       

Boulder County has more than twice the concentration 
of top female executives than the nation as a whole, 
according to a report by Avalanche Consulting. For every 
1,000 female workers here, 17.7 qualify as executives. 
Nationally, that figure drops to eight top executives for 
every 1,000 female workers. 

So the good news is we’re at the top of the heap. The bad 
news is the heap isn’t very tall. Not one metro area in the 
country has a higher proportion of female top executives 
than the overall U.S. average for men (20 male executives 
for every 1,000 male workers). Joining us in the top 10 
are: Bridgeport, Connecticut; Akron, Ohio; Bremerton, 
Washington; St. Cloud, Minnesota; Hagerstown, 
Maryland; Reno-Sparks, Nevada; Santa Cruz, California: 
Montgomery, Alabama; and San Francisco, California.
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And as home prices rose, foreclosures here fell, after peaking in 2009 
at 1,441. A total of 793 Boulder County households lost their homes to foreclosure in 
2012; this roughly represents a return to 2006 levels and an 18% decrease from 2011, 
thanks to significant efforts by the county to help keep families in their homes. While 
this downward trend is promising, more than two Boulder County 
families were still displaced each day on average in 2012 because they 
couldn’t afford to pay their mortgage.

Seeking Shelter  
Just as our economy improved last year, our housing market also got stronger. Home 
prices and values are considerably higher in Boulder County than in the nation as a 
whole. And they ticked upwards more than 5% in 2012, placing home sale values 
comfortably above pre-2008 levels. The city of Boulder remains by far the most 
expensive locale in the county for real estate, with a median single-family home sales 
price of $570,000 in 2012. Longmont, in contrast, remains the most affordable by about 
$100,000. The median price of a single-family home there in 2012 was $233,500.

MEDIAN SINGLE-FAMILY HOME SALES PRICE

Boulder ErieLafayette LongmontLousivilleSuperior
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Source: Boulder Area Realtor Association   
Note: Data are based in sales, and differ from median home values referenced on page 14.

BOULDER COUNTY HOME FORECLOSURES 
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Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Born Abroad, 
Strengthening our 
Economy    

Roughly one in 10 Coloradans 
is foreign-born. Immigrants 
make up a growing part of 
our labor force and contribute 
significantly to our state’s total 
economic output, according to 
the Colorado Center on Law  
and Policy.

•	 In 2011, foreign-born  
residents generated $42 
billion of total production for 
Colorado’s economy.

•	 For every 10 immigrants 
employed in Colorado, seven 
additional jobs are created.

•	 Immigrant workers contributed 
8.5% of Colorado’s gross  
state product.

•	 Immigrant labor accounted 
for 18% of total construction 
employment; 16% of the 
entertainment, hotel and 
services industry; and 8%  
of the manufacturing sector.

•	 Immigrants account for 9%  
of Colorado’s entrepreneurs.
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Further signaling market health, 
local housing starts continued 
to rise in 2012. About 750 new 
privately owned housing units were 
authorized in Boulder County last 
year, up from a recent low of 345 in 
2009. Suggesting we can support 
this increase, Boulder County 
had the highest rental-price-
per-square-foot ($1.28) and 
the lowest vacancy rate 
(3.7%) in the Denver Metro 
Area at the end of 2012, with 
an average rent of just over $1,100. 
With prices that high, it’s no wonder 
59% of Boulder County lessees 
spend more than 30% of their 
household income on rent.

Housing Costs, 2011 

Boulder County Boulder Longmont U.S.

Owner-occupied housing 64% 50% 63% 65%

Houses without a mortgage 25% 31% 23% 33%

Owners* spending 30%+  
on monthly mortgage

34% 35% 34% 38%

Renters spending 30%+  
on monthly rent

59% 65% 54% 53%

*Owners with a mortgage 

Source: American Community Survey

But while some of us struggle with high rents, others here struggle to find shelter of any 
kind. The most recent homeless count, taken on a night in January 2013, showed 11,167 
people living without housing in the Denver Metro area. Of the 2,366 homeless 
people living within Boulder County at the time of the count, 89 were 
veterans, 103 were formerly in foster care, 32 were children, 323 were 
homeless due to domestic violence, and 226 reported struggling with 
mental illness. As the homeless population is incredibly difficult to gauge, the number 
of people here living without shelter undoubtedly exceeds the number captured by the 
survey. In our county’s two school districts, for example, roughly 1,600 students were 
homeless at some point during the 2011-2012 school-year, per McKinney-Vento6 data.

With such strong economic trends, coupled with a rising number of local residents who 
are struggling to make ends meet here, Boulder County remains a place of burgeoning 
inequality. Many of us here are well-educated and well-paid. We earn more than our 
peers in other places, and have a strong local economy poised to grow in the year 
ahead. But as many of us move ahead, we leave behind a growing number of people 
grappling with rising rents and a loss of middle-income jobs in sectors like construction 
and manufacturing that pay enough to support a family. While there are no easy fixes 
to worldwide problems like inequality and poverty, Boulder County possesses the 
talent, foresight and generosity of spirit to tackle these issues head-on, as keeping our 
community healthy will help maintain our competitive edge.

Source: United States Census Bureau

NEW HOUSING UNITS AUTHORIZED  
IN BOULDER COUNTY

2012 749 

2011 661
2010 657
2009 345
2008 1022
2007 635

The city of Boulder is 
#1 in the U.S. for high-
tech startup company 
density.
Source: Ewing Marion Kauffman 
Foundation
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COLORADO VENTURE CAPITAL INVESTMENTS
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Source: PricewaterhouseCoopers/National Venture Capital Association MoneyTreeTM Report  
based on data from Thomson Reuters

Venture capital investments in Colorado – which peaked in 2000 with 
the dot-com bubble – account for just more than 2% of the national 
total, making us the 12th biggest venture market in the country. 
Silicon Valley is the largest, accounting for roughly 40%.

FA
C
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Making Change      

Colorado has a lot going for it when it comes to innovation. We’ve got one of 
the most educated populations in the country. We’re one of the best locations 
for early-stage venture funding in the nation. We’re problem-solvers, 
generating 450 patents for every million state residents. And 
organizations like Beacon Hill Institute and the Kauffman Foundation regularly 
count us among the most economically competitive and entrepreneurial states 
in the nation.

But we’re slipping in certain areas, according to the Colorado Innovation 
Network (COIN), a public-private partnership designed to serve as a ‘catalyst for 
innovation.’ To help gauge Colorado’s strength when it comes to innovation, 
COIN created an index to evaluate us in comparison to peer states in the areas 
of ideas, talent, capital and entrepreneurship. More of a collection of data than 
a single numerical value, the index highlights our strengths, some of which are 
mentioned above, as well as areas where we could improve.

Specifically, while we used to lead the nation for the percentage of 18- to 
24-year-olds enrolled in higher education, we’ve fallen to about average. That 
means that although we’re still able to attract highly educated workers from 
other places, we’re not as good at growing our own. Further, we need to boost 
the number of students graduating with degrees in STEM subjects (science, 
technology, engineering, and math). In 2001, 16% of degrees granted in 
Colorado were in STEM fields. That figure dropped to less than 12% in 2009 
and states like Massachusetts, North Carolina and Texas passed us – even as 
the number of jobs calling for such degrees has increased. To learn more about 
COIN and the index, visit www.coloradoinnovationnetwork.com.

EFCO: Start-Ups  
Give Back     

Boulder County is a hotbed of 
entrepreneurship and innovation 
with programs like Ignite Boulder,  
the Silicon Flatirons Group, 
Boulder Tech Week, and 
TechStars’ mentorship program. 
Helping local start-ups give 
back to the communities 
that nurtured them 
is the Boulder-based 
Entrepreneurs Foundation 
of Colorado (EFCO). So far, 
more than 50 area companies 
have pledged to donate 1% of 
their founding equity or profits 
through EFCO to foster the long-
term health and sustainability 
of Colorado. Since EFCO’s 2007 
inception, it has made more 
than $500,000 in grants to Front 
Range non-profits. That amount 
may double in the coming months 
with the generous gift resulting 
from EFCO founding member 
Rally Software’s initial public 
offering. EFCO was founded by 
a group of local entrepreneurs, 
venture capitalists, lawyers, and 
The Community Foundation 
Serving Boulder County.

Photo: Ball Aerospace
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Sources

American Community Survey, 3- and 5-year estimates

Avalanche Consulting, Inc., Top 10 Metros for Female Executives

Beacon Hill Institute 12th Annual State Competitiveness Report

Boulder Area Realtor Association, www.baraonline.com 

Boulder County Public Trustee, Foreclosure Data, www.bouldercountypt.org

Bureau of Economic Analysis

Bureau of Labor Statistics

Colorado Center on Law and Policy, Immigrants Strengthen Colorado’s Economy, 
Generating $42 billion of Activity in 2011

Colorado Department of Education, McKinney Vento Data

Colorado Innovation Network, www.coloradoinnovationnetwork.com/

Denver Metropolitan Area 2013 Homelessness Point-in-Time Study, www.mdhi.org

Kaufman Index of Entrepreneurial Activity, www.kaufman.org

National Information Center for Higher Education www.higheredinfo.org

www.beaconhill.org/Compete12/Compete2012.pdf

PricewaterhouseCoopers/National Venture Capital Association MoneyTreeTM Report 
based on data from Thomson Reuters, www.pwcmoneytree.com

Women’s Foundation of Colorado, The Status of Women and Girls in Colorado 
2013, www.wfco.org/pages/content/annual-research

Endnotes
1Boulder County residents enrolled in undergraduate and graduate education 
programs account for about one-third of those living below the federal poverty 
guideline here.
2This interpretation is based on poverty rate comparisons between American 
Community Survey data on poverty rates for individuals and families with children in 
2000 and 2011. Roughly 13,000 of 26,500 undergraduate students are counted in 
Boulder County’s poverty figures.
3Data on women’s wages by level of educational attainment is from the American 
Community Survey.
4Age disparities may influence earnings to some extent. The median age of women 
in Boulder County is about 37, compared to nearly 39 nationally. ACS data does not 
control for full- vs. part-time workforce participation.
5Data on earnings, poverty and educational attainment by ethnicity is from the 
American Community Survey. Age disparities may influence earnings to some extent. 
The median age of Latinos in Boulder County is 25, compared to 27 nationally.
6This count includes students living in motel rooms, shelters and transitional housing, 
cars and campgrounds and may include students living in trailer parks or mobile home 
communities depending on the condition of the accommodations and the number of 
persons sharing them. Mobile homes are often considered to be adequate and safe 
shelters, but may not be if, for example, they lack running water and/or heat or are 
deemed overcrowded.

Feeling Inspired?  

•	 Invest in education for children and adults to expand  
self-sufficiency and help fill local jobs with locally  
educated workers. 

•	 Give to Boulder County nonprofits working with low-
income families. Find a list at www.cultureofgiving.org.

•	 Volunteer to mentor someone trying to break the cycle 
of poverty through programs like Circles:  
www.buildinglibablecommunities.org

•	 Are you a local entrepreneur? Join EFCO today:  
www.efcolorado.org.

TBD Colorado      

After pounding the pavement in a roadshow designed 
to engage residents in conversations about key issues, 
Gov. John Hickenlooper’s TBD Colorado arrived at 
a striking (although not surprising) conclusion: the 
state is on an unsustainable fiscal course. As 
we bounce back from the recession, our strengthening 
economy will grow public coffers in the coming 
year or two, adding much-needed funds to core 
services like education, health and human services, 
and corrections and courts. However, General Fund 
spending will still fall significantly below 2007-2008 
levels after accounting for inflation and population 
growth. In other words, the 6% increase represented 
in our 2013-2014 state budget won’t even be enough 
to maintain our current level of public services, never 
mind return us to pre-recession levels, while demand 
for state services is rising.

Below are some of the key recommendations 
emerging from TBD Colorado, which was funded with 
$1.2 million in private donations:

•	 Expand pre-school access for low-income and 
at-risk kids and increase the availability of full-day 
kindergarten to families who want it. 

•	 Consider changing the tax code to make it more 
accurately reflect our underlying (and increasingly 
service-based) economy; some of our fastest-
growing sectors are either exempt or taxed at  
lower rates.

•	 Choose how to best fund investments in our 
transportation system as well as higher education.

•	 Consider legislation to support the expansion  
of home- and community-based services to 
Medicaid patients.

•	 Fund the state’s merit pay system to provide 
meaningful incentives to employees and to reward 
performance, helping us hold onto talent.


