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Virginia remains a high-income and high-wage state by a number of measures, but 
the degree to which workers in the state benefit from that advantage has grown 
increasingly unbalanced and unequal. As the Commonwealth’s high-earners and 
workers with higher educational attainment have continued to see their wages grow 
by amounts that exceed their counterparts nationally, other segments of the state’s 
workforce have been left out of the progress, with many earning lower wages now 
than before the recession. Substantial job losses in middle-wage industries have 
made employment opportunities for middle-class Virginians few and far between. 

Virginia’s robust wage growth among high-earners and new job creation in high-
wage industries indicate the strength of the Commonwealth’s economy. Yet 
disappearing jobs and declining wages for many workers raise some red flags about 
the implications of increasingly concentrated opportunities and prosperity. 

By examining the latest income figures and wage data across a number of 
key demographics — and the wage distribution — this report gives a more 
comprehensive view of how the Commonwealth’s workers are faring in what has 
been a brutal recession and fragile economic recovery.

Key Findings Include:

Executive Summary

Unbalanced, Unequal and Undercut

Stephanie, of Portsmouth, applied for 667 jobs in 
a two-month span.  That yielded four interviews 
and one job offer, which she accepted.  Although 
the job is not ideal — she is in a slightly different 
industry, has a longer commute, and makes 
$10,000 less — she is grateful to be working 
again.  “I’ll work my way up,” she says.

Lawrence, of Virginia Beach, is less optimistic 
about his long-term job prospects. After earning 
his associate’s degree in computer graphics, his 
passion, it took him 10 months to find a full-time 
job.  Two months later, he was laid off.  

He searched for jobs in the computer graphics 
industry, but most required at least three years of 
experience.  With no way to gain the experience he 
needs for the jobs he wants, Lawrence fears that 
he has missed his opportunity.  Recent graduates 
will have a competitive edge in applying for any of 
the jobs that he is eligible for.  For now, he must 
make a living delivering Chinese food.  “I went 
through college with the hopes of getting out of 
this profession.  Now I feel hopelessly stuck in it.” 

Source: The Virginian Pilot, “It wasn’t easy. But they did it. 
Four locals tell how they scouted,” Aug. 15, 2010 

•  Median household income in Virginia held 
steady during the first year of the recovery at 
$60,674 in 2010. 

•  Median individual wages increased to $17.83 
an hour in 2010 — roughly 11 percent above 
the national average and the eighth highest of 
any state.  

•  The uptick in median wages continues a trend 
that predates the recession. Since the start of 
the downturn in 2007, Virginia’s median wages 
have increased by about 5 percent in real 
terms. This is the fourth highest increase in the 
nation and compares to a national average of 
only about three-quarters of 1 percent. 

•  The gap between high- and low-wage workers 
in Virginia remains at record high levels and 
continues to grow. In 2010 the top 10 percent 
of wage earners in Virginia earned at least 5.7 
times the wages of the bottom 10 percent of 
wage earners. Virginia has been among the 
handful of states that rank the worst on this 
measure for the past few years. Now, only New 
Jersey has a larger gap. 

•  In just the first year of the recovery (2009-
2010), workers earning in the top 10 percent of 

the wage distribution experienced greater real 
wage growth (5.32 percent) than workers in the 
bottom 10 percent experienced across the past 
30 years (5.19 percent). 

•  The recession resulted in more dramatic swings 
in wages for Virginia’s working men than for 
its working women. At the low end of the wage 
distribution, men have seen a greater share of 
their wages disappear, while among the top 80 
percent, they have experienced larger gains.

•  Virginia continues to reward college-educated 
workers with substantially higher wages. In 
2010, Virginia’s college-educated segment of the 
workforce earned nearly 12 percent more than 
the national average for college graduates. Since 
the start of the recession, workers with less 
than a college degree have experienced sharp 
declines in real wages, while the wages of those 
with a college degree have grown by 6.8 percent. 

•  Although real average weekly wages have been 
increasing across all industries in Virginia, 
employment levels have not.  This has real 
implications for working Virginians. The state’s 
greatest job losses since the start of the recession 
have been concentrated in middle-wage industries 
such as Construction and Manufacturing. 
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Median Household Income 
Virginia’s median household income in 
2010, roughly $60,674, was 21 percent 
above the national average and the ninth 
highest in the nation — behind seven 
other states and the District of Columbia. 
Although the first year of the recovery 
brought no change to median household 
income levels in Virginia, the 2010 level is 
down roughly three percent in real terms 
since the start of the recession. 

Median Wages on the Rise
In 2010, Virginia’s median wage was $17.83 
— roughly 11 percent above the national 
average of $16 and the eighth highest of any 
state.  Virginia was one of just 16 states and 
the District of Columbia that experienced 
an increase in real median wages during the 
first year of the recovery. Annual growth 
between 2009-2010 was the seventh highest 
nationally — up two percent.

Virginia’s recent uptick in median wages 
during the first year of the recovery 
continues a trend that predates the 
recession (see Figure 1). Since the start of 
the downturn in 2007, Virginia’s median 
wages have increased by about 5 percent 
in real terms. This is the fourth highest 
increase in the nation and compares to 
a national average of only about three-
quarters of a percent. Only the District 
of Columbia (up 12.85 percent), North 
Dakota (up 7.24 percent), and Rhode 
Island (up 5.6 percent) experienced larger 
median wage gains during the Great 
Recession and the first official year of a 
fragile recovery. While a number of states 
experienced more modest gains, 19 other 
states ended 2010 with real median wages 
below their pre-recession levels. 

Virginia’s real median wage growth since 
the start of the recession (2007-2010) 
accounts for roughly 80 percent of the net 
growth in Virginia’s real median wage for 
the past decade. Between 2000 and 2010, 
real median wages increased in Virginia 
by 6.45 percent, or $1.08 for every dollar 
earned nationally.  Nationally, real median 
wages increased by just over half that 
amount. As shown in Figure 2, on net, 
Virginia fared better than the national 
average during the course of the decade, 

yet both its increases and declines in real 
median wage levels over this time period 
were steeper.  Both the Commonwealth 
and the nation experienced slight increases 
in real median wages during the early 
part of the decade. During the period 
of economic expansion following the 
downturn in 2001 and leading up to 
the start of the recession in 2007, real 
median wages in Virginia declined by 
about 2 percent ($0.29 per hour), whereas 
nationally, wages were mostly stagnant 
(decline of $0.08 per hour). Eighteen 
other states and the District of Columbia 
experienced greater wage growth than 
Virginia over the course of the past decade.
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Beyond the Median: The Rest of 
the Wage Distribution
Virginia workers at all levels of the wage 
distribution had equivalent, or better 
wages, than their counterparts nationally 
in 2010. Wages for workers earning at the 
bottom 10 percent of the wage distribution 
earned $8.11 per hour in Virginia in 2010, 
which is identical to the national rate. All 
workers above the bottom 10 percent, 
however, earned a higher wage than the 
national average. In addition, the Virginia 
advantage grows larger at higher positions 
in the wage distribution. As shown in 
Figure 3, the difference between the hourly 
wages of workers in Virginia and workers 
nationally grows more pronounced the 
more they earn. 

Although Virginia’s median wages 
withstood the forces of the downturn quite 
well overall, segments of the labor force 
have had substantially different outcomes: 
workers earning below the median have 
fared worse and workers earning above 
the median have fared much better. As 
shown in Figure 4, the bottom 30 percent 
of the wage distribution lost ground since 
the start of the recession, whereas higher 
earners experienced significant gains. 

Due to Virginia’s sharper wage gains and 
losses, depending upon where they fall in 
the wage distribution, Virginia workers 
have fared both better and worse than 
similarly situated workers nationally (see 
Figure 4). Among the top 10 percent of 
wage earners, Virginia’s real wage growth 
during the 2007-2010 period was three 
times that of the nation as a whole. Wages 
for Virginia’s 90th percentile grew more 
than 10 percent during this time. On 
the other end of the spectrum, Virginia’s 
workers in the bottom 30 percent of 
the distribution have suffered losses that 
exceeded national averages. Virginia 
workers at the 20th percentile, for example, 
have experienced a 4.3 percent decline in 
wages — more than five times that of the 
decline experienced by this segment of the 
wage distribution nationally. 

Virginia’s workers in the bottom 

30 percent of the distribution 

have suffered losses that exceed 

national averages.



The Commonwealth Institute6

Looking at real hourly wages during the 
course of the past decade paints Virginia 
in a slightly less favorable light. While 
nationally wages were stagnant or growing 
for the entire wage distribution, the 2000s 
were a lost decade for the bottom 20 
percent of Virginia’s wage distribution. 
These workers ended the decade with 
lower real hourly wages than when they 
entered it.

While the relative advantage of Virginia 
workers exists across the wage distribution, 
it has been declining for lower-wage 
workers, and rising rapidly for higher wage 
workers for the past 30 years. Figure 5 
illustrates the ratio of Virginia real hourly 
wages to U.S. real hourly wages across 
the entire wage distribution over the 
past three decades. In 1980, real hourly 
wages in Virginia were actually lower than 
they were nationwide for all but the very 
highest paid workers (90th percentile). 
By 1990, however, Virginians were paid 
more than their national counterparts at 
every position in the distribution. For most 
workers, since that time, Virginia wages 
have grown faster than wages across the 
country. Yet, for workers in the 10th and 
20th percentiles, their wage advantage has 
declined in the past 10 years so that their 
wages are just about at the same level as the 
national average. 

This stands in sharp contrast to the 
experience of Virginia workers at the higher 
end of the wage distribution. The amount 
by which they earn above the national 
average has continued to increase. Between 
2000 and 2010, for example, the top 10 
percent of wage earners in Virginia went 
from earning $1.10 for every dollar earned 
by the top 10 percent of wage earners 
nationally to earning $1.21 for every dollar 
earned by their peers nationally. 

Another way to look at wage inequality is 
to compare workers across the entire wage 
spectrum. In 2010, the top 10 percent of 
wage earners in Virginia earned at least 
5.7 times the wage of the bottom 10 
percent. This ratio has been on the rise 
in recent years, and is now at its highest 
point in recorded history (see Figure 6). 
The large increase in this measure between 
2009 and 2010 (from 5.2 to 5.7) was due 

to a decline in the wages of workers in 
the bottom 10 percent coupled  with an 
increase in the wages of workers in the 
top 10 percent. Nationally, this measure 
of inequality also increased during the 
first year of the recovery; yet, Virginia’s 
increase is more than eight times that of 
the increase nationally. Virginia had fallen 
within the handful of states that rank the 
worst on this measure for the past few 
years. Now, only New Jersey boasts a gap 
larger than the Commonwealth. 

The growth in this gap highlights a trend 
in disparate wage growth that has been at 
play for the past 30 years (see Figure 7). 
Between 1980 and 2010, the real wages of 
the top 10 percent of workers in Virginia 
increased by more than 52 percent. Median 
wages, on the other hand, grew by just 
over half that much (27 percent) — and 
wages for the bottom 10 percent of workers 
increased by just five percent. That five 
percent growth experienced by the bottom 
10 percent during the course of 30 years is 
less than the one-year growth experienced 
by the top 10 percent from 2009-2010. 
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Inequalities by Gender 
At the median, Virginia women earned 
$15.40 an hour in 2010, placing them 
as the 14th highest nationally. Virginia 
men earned $19.59, which ranks them 
10th highest nationally. Yet in 2010, 
37 states had smaller differences in the 
median wages of men and women than 
Virginia. As shown in Figure 8, at the 
median, Virginia women earned just $0.79 
for every $1.00 earned by men.  This 
compares to $0.83 nationally. While the 
gap narrowed nationally, Virginia lost 
ground on this measure between 2009 and 
2010 — falling from $0.83 on the dollar 
in 2009 to $0.79 in 2010. 

But looking at just the difference in 
median wages masks some interesting 
effects of the recession on the wages of 
men and women. As shown in Figure 
9, men have experienced more dramatic 
swings in wages than women. At the 
low end of the wage distribution, men 
have seen a greater share of their wages 
disappear, while for the top 80 percent, 
they have experienced larger gains. Thus, 
the gender difference in wage growth is 
more pronounced at higher positions in 
the wage distribution. 

A result of this unequal wage growth 
by gender during the recession creates 
a slight narrowing of the gender wage 
gap at certain positions in the wage 
distribution and a widening of it in others. 
For example, among the top 10 percent, 
the gender pay gap increased by about 
$0.08. In other words, in 2007 the highest 
earning women earned $0.80 for every 
dollar earned by the highest earning men, 
but by 2010, they earned just under $0.73. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum, the 
gender wage gap has narrowed by as much 
as $0.06 on the dollar for the bottom 10 
percent of earners. Generally speaking, the 
gap has grown for women at the median 
and up, and narrowed for women earning 
below the median. 

Greater wage inequality by gender among 
high earners is not a new phenomenon in 
Virginia. For the last 30 years, the gender 
pay gap has been larger at higher levels of 
the wage distribution and smaller at lower 
levels. Figure 10 shows a snapshot of these 
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differences at two points in time — 1980 
and 2010. While substantial progress 
has been made in chipping away at the 
differential for Virginians across the entire 
wage distribution; among higher earners, 
significant room for improvement remains. 
In addition to wage ratios, Figure 10 shows 
the raw dollar gap in hourly wage between 
men and women in 2010.  At the median, 
for instance, the fact that women earn 
just $0.79 for every dollar earned by men 
translates into about a $4.19 hourly wage 
gap. Over the course of a year of full-time 
work, this equals about $8,715 less in pay. 
For the top 10 percent of workers, where the 
wage gap is the widest, an hourly difference 
of about $14.53 translates into a difference 
of over $30,000 in annual earnings. 

The Effect of Education
Another way to examine trends in wages 
is through the lens of education. In 2010, 
Virginia college graduates earned a real 
median wage of about $27.79 per hour.  
This is more than two times the real 
median hourly wage of Virginians with just 
a high school education ($13.27). Figure 
11 illustrates how the real median hourly 
wages of workers with different educational 
attainments vary between Virginia and the 
nation. While the wages are similar for all 
workers with less than a bachelor’s degree, 
Virginia’s wage advantage kicks in for the 
college-educated. Virginia’s college-educated 
segment of the workforce earned nearly 12 
percent more than the national average for 
college graduates. 

As shown in Figure 12, the real median 
wages of all workers in Virginia with less 
than a bachelor’s degree have taken a hit 
since the start of the recession in 2007. 
College graduates, however, have seen an 

The recession has been rough on Realtors as well as the housing market.

Neil, of Roanoke, realized his dream of opening his own brokerage in 2007. Initially, things 
were good, but sales fell off dramatically in 2008, and he was forced to close and take another 
job.  He works as an associate broker on the side, but it is not sufficient to support his family.  
In Roanoke, the number of Realtors has declined steadily during the past four years.  It is now 
at about 72 percent of what it was in 2007.  Many have had to take second jobs or deplete their 
savings.  Nationwide, their median income has dropped from $31,000 to $24,900.  Some have 
gone back to school so that they can handle foreclosures and short sales and stay competitive. 
Even as the housing market picks up, it looks unlikely that all real estate agents will be able to 
go back to work.

Neil has accepted that he may never go back to real estate full-time.  “I always thought I’d be a 
Realtor, and life handed me a set of circumstances that said that may not be true.”         

Source: The Roanoke Times, “Sold ... on keeping their career options open,” May 29, 2011

Among lower levels of 

educational attainment, 

Virginia’s workers have 

endured greater declines than 

their counterparts nationally.
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increase in real median wages of more than 
6.8 percent during the downturn. Virginia’s 
experience varies slightly from that of the 
nation in some key ways. Among lower levels 
of educational attainment, Virginia’s workers 
have endured greater declines than their 
counterparts nationally. For instance among 
those workers with some college education, 
real median wages declined by 3.4 times as 
much as they did nationally (4.8 percent 
decline in Virginia versus a 1.4 percent 
decline nationally). Yet among college-
educated workers, Virginians have seen their 
wages increase, while nationally, not even the 
college-educated segment of the workforce 
has been spared from declining wages.   

Regional Trends in Wages
Average weekly wages across Virginia varied 
dramatically in 2010, with a low of $611 in 
Danville to a high of $1,264 in Northern 
Virginia (more than double the Danville 
weekly wage). As shown in Figure 13, 
because Northern Virginia’s average weekly 
wage exceeds that of other parts of the state 
by so much — combined with the fact that 
a high concentration of the state’s workforce 
lives here — that it distorts the statewide 
average weekly wage so that  it exceeds the 
average of every other MSA in the state.

Because the recession has impacted different 
types of workers and different industries 
more dramatically than others, certain 
regions of the Commonwealth have fared 
better than others in terms of wage growth. 
Figure 14 shows real growth in average 
weekly wages by region since the onset 
of the downturn in 2007. Three MSAs, 
Blacksburg-Christiansburg-Radford, 
Richmond, and Danville, have seen declines 
in their average weekly wages. Statewide, 
average weekly wages have increased by 2.7 
percent. In the Kingsport-Bristol MSA, 
which has experienced the greatest growth, 
average weekly wages increased by 5.9 
percent during the 2007-2010 time period. 



The Commonwealth Institute10

Looking Forward: Job Growth and 
Wage Trends by Industry
Although Virginia’s economy has been 
able to maintain relatively high wages and 
income levels — even throughout the 
downturn — the types of jobs that Virginia 
is losing and gaining have important 
implications for the immediate economic 
security and future prosperity of Virginia’s 
working families. 

Across all industries in Virginia, the average 
weekly wage at the end of 2010 was 
$1,029. Nine of Virginia’s industries paid 
average weekly wages above this amount; 
11 paid below it. Virginia’s lowest-wage 
industry is Accommodation and Food 
Service, with an average weekly wage of 
$333. This compares to Professional, 
Scientific, and Technical Services, Virginia’s 
highest-wage industry, with an average 
weekly wage of $1,956, nearly 5.9 times 
that of the lowest-wage industry. 

While average weekly wages have increased 
across all industries since the recession, the 
amount by which they have increased varies 
dramatically. The statewide average weekly 
wage across all industries grew by about 
seven percent since the start of the recession. 
Figure 15 shows real wage growth since 
the start of the recession for all of Virginia’s 
industries. The chart is ordered according 
to average employment at the end of 2010 
(from greatest on top to smallest on the 
bottom). Health Care and Social Assistance, 
for example, is the largest of Virginia’s 
industries in terms of total employment. 
From start of the recession in 2007 until 
the end of 2010, real average weekly wages 
in this industry increased by about 4.16 
percent. In contrast, the greatest real wage 
growth has occurred in Virginia’s industry 
with the smallest employment base, Mining, 
Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction. 
While wages grew by more than 20 
percent during the downturn, this industry 
represents just over one-quarter of a percent 
of total employment. 

Despite the good news that wages are 
increasing across all industries, employment 
levels are not, and this has real implications 
for working Virginians. As shown in Figure 
16, Virginia’s greatest job losses since the 
start of the recession have been concentrated 

in middle-wage industries (see the industries 
in red).  Of all the industries that have 
seen net declines in employment since 
the start of the recession, the two hardest 
hit, Construction and Manufacturing, 
both fall within this middle-wage range 
with average weekly wages of $994 and 
$1,073, respectively. Total employment 
in Construction, specifically, declined by 
more than 54,400 jobs since the start of 
the recession. This means more than one in 
five jobs in Virginia’s 10th highest paying 
industry have disappeared. 

Of the nine industries paying above the 
average weekly wage, the employment 
levels of all but three were lower at the 
end of 2010 than they were going into the 
recession. The three above-average paying 
industries with net job gains since the start 
of the recession are Mining, Quarrying 
and Oil and Gas Extraction; Public 
Administration; and Professional, Scientific, 
and Technical Services. Professional, 
Scientific, and Technical Services is Virginia’s 
highest paying industry (average weekly 
wages of $1,956). It also boasts the second 
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highest amount of net new jobs since the 
start of the recession, up 24,095 jobs or 
a 6.68 percent increase over pre-recession 
employment levels. 

Of the 11 industries with below-average 
weekly wages, three have experienced net 
employment gains since the start of the 
recession (fourth quarter 2007 through 
fourth quarter 2010). These three growing 
industries are Health Care and Social 
Assistance (average weekly wage of $933), 
Educational Services (average weekly wage 
of $797), and Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation (average weekly wage of $593). 

Conclusion
The recession has left the wages and income 
of Virginia workers unbalanced, unequal 
and undercut. High wage earners have made 
strong gains despite the recession, and low 
wage earners have been hit hard by wage 
losses. Those with college degrees have made 
solid gains while those with only high school 
diplomas have seen corresponding losses. 
The gap between the highest and lowest 
wage earners in the state is at a 30-year, all-
time high. Prior wage gains made by women 
have been set back 13 years. And the jobs 
that pay middle class wages -- construction 
and manufacturing -- have vaporized. The 
nature of these imbalances represent major 
setbacks for large segments of working 
Virginia, creating significant and growing 
distance between poverty and prosperity 
in the state. While it is encouraging that 
Virginia is adding more high-wage jobs, 
the high concentration of job losses in 
mid-wage industries since the start of 
the recession presents real challenges for 
Virginia’s middle class workers and should 
inform the discussion around what policies 
to implement in order to expand this critical 
segment of Virginia’s economy. 
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