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Civilian Labor Force 
 
The Hickory MSA’s unemployment rate declined from 4.7% in October 2016 to 3.9% in April 2017 (Figure 1).  
April 2017 was the first month since December 2000 that the Hickory MSA unemployment rate was lower 
than 4%.  Between October 2016 and April 2017, the estimated number of employed persons increased from 
164,075 to 165,032 (957), while the civilian labor force fell from 172,150 to 171,775 (-375). The Hickory 
MSA’s January unemployment rate tied for fourth lowest among the State’s Metro areas (Table 1).  April 
2017 unemployment rates by County were Alexander 3.4%, Burke 4.0%, Caldwell 4.0% and Catawba 4.0%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Per Capita Personal Income (PCPI) 
 
Hickory MSA Per Capita Personal Income (PCPI) grew from $32,390 in 2012 to $35,406 in 2015 (Figure 2).  
The 9.3% PCPI gain in the Hickory MSA was much higher than the United States inflation rate (4.5%) 
between 2012 and 2015.  The Hickory MSA PCPI growth rate was also higher than the North Carolina PCPI 
average growth rate (5.7%) and the national average PCPI growth rate (8.8%).  In 2015, the Hickory Metro 
ranked 337 of 382 US metro areas in PCPI with the lowest PCPI among North Carolina’s 14 metro areas.  

This result shows the impact caused by the loss of 
higher paying manufacturing jobs in the Hickory MSA 
during the last recession. 
  
PCPI increases occurred in each of the four Hickory 
MSA counties between 2012 and 2015.  Four-year 
PCPI changes (2012-2015) by County were 
Alexander 14.1%, Burke 9.6%, Caldwell 7.0% and 
Catawba 9.1% (Table 2).  In 2015, PCPI exceeded 
$40,000 in Catawba County.    
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
   

 
 

 

 

Table 1. 
MSA Unemployment Rate, April 2017 

Asheville 3.3% 
Raleigh 3.7% 
Durham-Chapel Hill 3.7% 
Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton 3.9% 
Wilmington 3.9% 
Burlington 4.0% 
Charlotte-Concord-Gastonia 4.0% 
Winston-Salem 4.1% 
New Bern 4.3% 
Greensboro-High Point 4.5% 
Jacksonville 4.5% 
Greenville 4.6% 
Goldsboro 5.0% 
Fayetteville 5.4% 
Rocky Mount 6.8% 
Source: NC Labor and Economic Analysis Division, 2017. 

 
 

 

Figure 1. 
 

MSA Unemployment, Oct. 2016 – Apr. 2017 
 

Source: NC Labor and Economic Analysis Division, 2017. 

Table 2. 
Per Capita Personal Income, 2012 – 2015 

County 2012 2013 2014 2015 
Alexander $29,476 $30,060 $31,863 $33,645 
Burke $28,714 $28,764 $30,136 $31,458 
Caldwell $29,221 $28,830 $29,957 $31,263 
Catawba $36,908 $36,592 $38,277 $40,265 
 
Source: US Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2017. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. 
 

Hickory MSA Per Capita Personal Income, 
2012-2015 

Source: US Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2017. 
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In July 2005, the North Carolina legislature passed the Streamlined Sales and Tax Agreement.  This law 
caused a change in the State’s Sales and Use Tax Return, so that not all tax paying businesses reported 
Gross Retail Sales.  Since this change took place, the WPCOG Data Center has used retail sales estimates 
provided by the North Carolina Department of Commerce through its ACCESSNC web portal.  The detailed 
retail sales estimates are provided by Environmental Systems Research Institute’s (ESRI’s) retail–
marketplace database.   While the results generated by ESRI are estimates, the 2016 retail sales data is 
calibrated based on results from the 2012 Census of Retail Trade and ESRI’s updated 2016 consumer 
spending estimates. The data set also includes an industry realignment to reflect the new 2012 North 
American Classification System definitions.  Due to data source changes, comparisons cannot be made with 
previous versions of the retail marketplace database.  The 2016 retail estimates, therefore, should be a close 
representation of actual retail sales receipts in the Hickory MSA.       
 
Hickory MSA estimated total retail sales in 2016 equaled $6.9 billion (Table 3).  Catawba County retail sales 
accounted for 58.2% ($4.00 billion) of all Hickory MSA retail sales in 2016.  ESRI estimates that 2016 retail 
sales in Burke County totaled $1.22 billion.  Caldwell County’s 2016 retail sales totaled $1.11 billion while 
Alexander County’s retail sales were $544 million. 
 

Table 3. 
Hickory MSA Retail Sales by Retailer Type, 2016 

Retailer Type Alexander Burke Caldwell Catawba Hickory MSA 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers $56,645,934 $196,794,044 $127,797,569 $992,644,833 $1,373,882,380 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores $251,274,377 $269,278,241 $345,672,396 $784,905,884 $1,651,130,898 
Electronics & Appliance Stores $3,456,003 $9,901,086 $10,734,605 $159,934,832 $184,026,526 
Bldg/Garden Equip/Supply Stores $20,133,948 $72,474,147 $38,707,152 $155,836,040 $287,151,287 
Food and Beverage Stores $51,457,326 $212,005,277 $150,008,190 $361,416,099 $774,886,892 
Health and Personal Care Stores $14,178,609 $86,655,951 $61,647,483 $183,698,966 $346,181,009 
Gasoline Stations $23,779,839 $75,831,468 $63,294,867 $123,556,228 $286,462,402 
Clothing/Accessories Stores $24,039,107 $25,375,503 $13,742,402 $218,435,355 $281,592,367 
Sports/Hobby/Book/Music Stores $3,096,300 $23,154,333 $15,568,021 $78,494,702 $120,313,356 
General Merchandise Stores $65,457,677 $102,839,929 $152,840,972 $476,906,240 $798,044,818 
Miscellaneous Store Retailers* $11,122,434 $38,096,333 $34,182,150 $200,043,060 $283,443,977 
Nonstore Retailers** $1,615,672 $3,474,227 $8,604,120 $26,756,679 $40,450,698 
Food Services & Drinking Places $17,742,185 $107,866,579 $82,810,386 $241,809,767 $450,228,917 
Total Retail Sales $543,999,411 $1,223,747,118 $1,105,610,313 $4,004,438,685 $6,877,795,527 

  
* Miscellaneous store retailers include florists, office suppliers, stationery and gift stores, and used merchandise stores.   ** Nonstore retailers include 
electronic shopping and mail-order houses, vending machine operators, and direct-selling establishments.                                                                                
Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
 
Besides total retail sales, ESRI’s retail sales database further breaks down county level retail sales into 13 
categories based on the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) three-digit retail subsectors.  
The percentage distribution of 2016 Hickory MSA retail sales is shown in Figure 3 on page 3.  The largest 
retail subsector was furniture/home furnishing stores with 24.0% ($1.65 billion) of all 2016 Hickory MSA retail 
sales. Closely behind furniture stores was motor vehicle and parts dealers, whose sales equaled $1.37 billion 
(20.0% of all retail sales).  The results reveal that more than 40% of all retail sales in the region come from 
furniture/home furnishing stores and motor vehicle and parts dealers.   
 
About 11.3% of Hickory MSA retail sales ($774 million) were from food and beverage stores.  Another 6.5% 
($450 million) came from food services and drinking places.  Combining these two categories, the broader 
food sector comprised 17.8% of all retail sales, or just $148 million less than motor vehicles and parts 
dealers.  About 11.6% of Hickory MSA retail sales ($798 million) were from general merchandise stores.  
Health and personal care stores may become an important retail sector for the Hickory MSA over the next 10 
to 20 years. Health and personal care stores already account for 5.0% or $346.2 million of Hickory MSA retail 
sales.  As the median age of the region increases and baby boomers continue to retire, the need for more 
pharmaceuticals and other medical supplies should continue to increase.  The question becomes whether 
this future retail demand for these products will be captured more by health and personal care stores or by 
general merchandise stores.   
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Hickory MSA Retail Sales Trends 
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Another retail sector to pay 
attention to is a category referred 
to as “nonstore retailers.”  
Nonstore retailing includes 
electronic shopping and mail-order 
houses, vending machine 
operators and direct-selling 
establishments.  In 2016, only 
about 0.6% of all Hickory MSA 
retail sales ($40.5 million) were 
attributable to nonstore retailing.  
Nonstore retailing, however, will 
likely grow as internet sales of 
local products increases. 
 
Results in Table 4 clearly show 
the importance of retail sales from 
furniture and home furnishings to 
the region.  Nearly half of 
Alexander County’s retail sales 
are from furniture and home 
furnishings.  More than 31% of all 
retail sales in Caldwell County are attributable to furniture and home furnishing stores, while 22% of retail 
sales in Burke County are from furniture.  Nearly one-quarter of all retail sales in Catawba County are from 
motor vehicle and parts dealers.  Close to 20% of Catawba County’s retail sales are from furniture and home 
furnishing stores.  Food and beverage stores account for 17.3% of retail sales in Burke County, and 13.6% of 
sales in Caldwell County.  General merchandise stores make up more than 10% of retail sales in Alexander, 
Caldwell and Catawba Counties.     
 

Table 4. 
Hickory MSA Percentage of Retail Sales by Retailer Type, 2016 

Retailer Type Alexander Burke Caldwell Catawba Hickory MSA 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers 10.4% 16.1% 11.6% 24.8% 20.0% 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores 46.2% 22.0% 31.3% 19.6% 24.0% 
Electronics and Appliance Stores 0.6% 0.8% 1.0% 4.0% 2.7% 
Building/Garden Equipment/Supply Stores 3.7% 5.9% 3.5% 3.9% 4.2% 
Food and Beverage Stores 9.5% 17.3% 13.6% 9.0% 11.3% 
Health and Personal Care Stores 2.6% 7.1% 5.6% 4.6% 5.0% 
Gasoline Stations 4.4% 6.2% 5.7% 3.1% 4.2% 
Clothing/Accessories Stores 4.4% 2.1% 1.2% 5.5% 4.1% 
Sports/Hobby/Book/Music Stores 0.6% 1.9% 1.4% 2.0% 1.7% 
General Merchandise Stores 12.0% 8.4% 13.8% 11.9% 11.6% 
Miscellaneous Store Retailers* 2.0% 3.1% 3.1% 5.0% 4.1% 
Nonstore Retailers** 0.3% 0.3% 0.8% 0.7% 0.6% 
Food Services and Drinking Places 3.3% 8.8% 7.5% 6.0% 6.5% 
Total Retail Sales 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

  
* Miscellaneous store retailers include florists, office suppliers, stationery and gift stores, and used merchandise stores.   ** Nonstore retailers include 
electronic shopping and mail-order houses, vending machine operators, and direct-selling establishments.                                                                                
Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
 

NC MSA Retail Sales Comparison 
 
Total 2016 retail sales for all North Carolina MSAs are revealed in Figure 4 on page 4. In 2016, the Hickory-
Lenoir-Morganton MSA had the seventh highest total retail sales of any North Carolina MSA.  The Hickory 
MSA tallied more retail sales ($6.9 billion) in 2016 than the Fayetteville MSA ($5.5 billion) or the Wilmington 
MSA ($5.3 billion). The Charlotte MSA (North Carolina portion) had the most retail sales ($34.5 billion) of any 
North Carolina metro area in 2016.  Raleigh MSA 2016 retail sales exceeded $20 billion. Greensboro MSA 
2016 retail sales equaled $11.8 billion followed by the Winston-Salem MSA with $9.8 billion.  Two North 
Carolina MSAs, Asheville and Durham, had estimated retail sales between $7.4 and $7.5 billion.        
 

Figure 3. 
 

Distribution of Hickory MSA Retail Sales                                                 
by NAICS Retail Subsector, 2016 

Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
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The Hickory MSA has a 
disproportionally higher percentage of 
retail sales from furniture and home 
furnishing stores than other North 
Carolina Metro areas (Table 5).  Nearly 
one-quarter (24%) of all retail sales in 
the Hickory MSA comes from furniture.  
The North Carolina MSA with the 
second highest percentage of 2016 
retail sales from furniture stores is the 
Greensboro MSA (7.4%).  In all other 
North Carolina MSAs, furniture store 
sales accounted for less than 4% of all 
retail sales.  
 
Motor vehicle and parts dealers made 
up a large percentage of retail sales in 
all 15 North Carolina MSAs.  In 10 of the 
15 NC MSAs, 2016 sales from motor 
vehicle and parts dealers equaled 20% 
or more of all retail sales.  The 
percentage of retail sales from food and 
beverage stores ranged from 11.2% in 
the Burlington MSA to 20.1% in the Asheville MSA.  For several MSAs in eastern North Carolina 
(Fayetteville, Goldsboro, Greenville, Jacksonville, New Bern and Rocky Mount), receipts from general 
merchandise stores comprised more than 20% of all 2016 retail sales.  The Hickory MSA had a lower 
percentage of retail sales from food services and drinking places than other MSAs due to a larger percentage 
of retail sales from furniture/home furnishing stores. 
 

Table 5. 
North Carolina MSA Percentage of Retail Sales by Retailer Type, 2016 

Retailer Type Asheville Burlington Charlotte Durham Fayetteville 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers 18.5% 17.1% 23.6% 16.6% 22.2% 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores 3.3% 3.7% 3.1% 3.4% 2.8% 
Food and Beverage Stores 20.1% 11.2% 15.6% 15.0% 14.6% 
General Merchandise Stores 14.9% 21.0% 15.6% 15.4% 22.2% 
Food Services and Drinking Places 10.0% 11.2% 9.5% 11.7% 10.2% 
Other Retail Sales* 33.2% 35.8% 32.6% 37.9% 28.0% 
Total Retail Sales 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Retailer Type Goldsboro Greensboro Greenville Hickory MSA Jacksonville 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers 20.2% 20.2% 22.5% 20.0% 20.6% 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores 2.9% 7.4% 2.4% 24.0% 3.6% 
Food and Beverage Stores 17.2% 13.9% 16.9% 11.3% 11.9% 
General Merchandise Stores 26.7% 14.4% 23.2% 11.6% 22.5% 
Food Services and Drinking Places 8.6% 9.8% 10.4% 6.5% 11.2% 
Other Retail Sales* 24.4% 34.3% 24.6% 26.6% 30.2% 
Total Retail Sales 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Retailer Type New Bern Raleigh Rocky Mount Wilmington Winston-Salem 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers 20.6% 20.2% 19.4% 23.5% 19.1% 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores 2.7% 2.6% 2.7% 3.1% 2.7% 
Food and Beverage Stores 15.1% 15.8% 16.4% 14.3% 16.8% 
General Merchandise Stores 21.1% 16.7% 23.9% 17.5% 17.6% 
Food Services and Drinking Places 9.0% 9.8% 8.0% 10.1% 8.9% 
Other Retail Sales* 31.5% 34.9% 37.6% 31.5% 34.9% 
Total Retail Sales 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

  
* Other Retail Sales includes electronics and appliance stores; building, garden equipment and supply stories; health and personal care stores; gasoline 
stations; clothing and accessories stores; sports, hobby, book and music stories; miscellaneous store retailers include florists, office suppliers, stationery 
and gift stores, and used merchandise stores and Nonstore retailers (electronic shopping and mail-order houses, vending machine operators, and direct-
selling establishments).  Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
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Figure 4. 
 

Total Retail Sales ($Millions) by NCMSA, 2016 

*Includes North Carolina counties only.  Source: NC Department of Commerce 
ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
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Hickory MSA Retail Leakage/Surplus Factor 
 
The ERSI retail-marketplace database allows for the comparison of retail supply and demand in a measure 
called the “Leakage/Surplus Factor.”  ESRI states that the “Leakage/Surplus Factor conveniently measures 
the balance between the volume of supply (retail sales) generated by retail industry and the demand 
(spending by households [i.e., retail potential]) within the same industry.”  Retail leakage occurs in an area 
when a market’s supply of goods and services is less than consumer demand.  In other words, retailers 
outside the area are fulfilling the demand for products.  Thus, demand is “leaking” out of the area.  Retail 
surplus occurs in an area when retail supply (sales) exceeds the area’s retail demand.  In a surplus situation, 
retailers are attracting shoppers who reside outside the trade area.  Table 6 reveals 2016 retail surpluses and 
leakages of the Hickory MSA counties.  A positive number (shown in black) represents a retail surplus while 
a negative number (shown in red) means that retail leakage is taking place.   
 

Table 6. 
Hickory MSA Retail Surpluses and Leakages by Retailer Type, 2016 

Retailer Type Alexander Burke Caldwell Catawba Hickory MSA 
Motor Vehicle and Parts Dealers ($48,205,658) ($35,286,322) ($86,686,863) $547,814,503 $377,635,660 
Furniture/Home Furnishing Stores $236,841,305 $237,393,312 $316,107,138 $720,041,969 $1,510,383,724 
Electronics and Appliance Stores ($15,011,183) ($31,372,613) ($27,282,483) $74,488,423 $822,144 
Building/Garden Equipment/ 
Supply Stores ($8,362,271) $9,428,910 ($20,239,610) $34,767,897 $15,594,926 

Food and Beverage Stores ($27,192,566) $35,937,736 ($12,503,975) $18,892,028 $15,133,223 
Health and Personal Care Stores ($12,787,680) $26,559,615 $6,118,692 $70,097,249 $89,987,876 
Gasoline Stations ($7,715,818) $6,282,237 ($1,004,633) ($7,277,182) ($9,715,396) 
Clothing/Accessories Stores $6,905,799 ($12,700,139) ($21,494,459) $140,641,262 $113,352,463 
Sports/Hobby/Book/Music Stores ($7,038,800) $474,103 ($5,412,358) $32,922,223 $20,945,168 
General Merchandise Stores ($10,478,897) ($66,127,379) ($3,392,565) $142,034,482 $62,035,641 
Miscellaneous Store Retailers* ($12,042,443) ($13,985,620) ($13,951,206) $103,015,957 $63,036,688 
Nonstore Retailers** ($7,769,250) ($17,742,634) ($10,976,383) ($13,481,045) ($49,969,312) 
Food Services and Drinking 
Places ($24,688,300) $13,984,183 ($3,946,114) $50,808,788 $36,158,557 

Total Retail Sales $62,454,238 $152,845,389 $115,335,181 $1,914,766,554 $2,245,401,362 
Total Retail Sales Less Retail 
Sales from Furniture/Home 
Furnishing Stores 

($174,387,067) ($84,547,923) ($200,771,957) $1,194,724,585 $735,017,638 

 
* Miscellaneous store retailers include florists, office suppliers, stationery and gift stores, and used merchandise stores.  ** Nonstore retailers include 
electronic shopping and mail-order houses, vending machine operators, and direct selling establishments. 
Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
 
Overall, the Hickory MSA had a retail surplus of about $735 million in 2016.   Just two Hickory MSA retail 
sales categories showed significant net retail leakage.  The biggest retail leakage occurred in the nonstore 
retailers category ($50 million).  All four Hickory MSA counties had retail leakage in nonstore retailers. 
Significant retail leakage also occurred in the gasoline stations category ($9.7 million). 
 
Eleven Hickory MSA retail categories had retail surpluses in 2016.  The furniture and home furnishing stores 
category had a retail surplus of more than $1.5 billion in 2016.  This means that people living outside the area 
continue to purchase furniture from stores and manufacturers in the Hickory Metro region.  Without the retail 
surplus from furniture sales, the Hickory MSA would have only had a net retail surplus of $735 million.  In 
other words, 67.3% of the region’s retail surplus is due to furniture sales.  Besides furniture and home 
furnishings, large Hickory MSA retail surpluses also occurred in motor vehicle and parts dealers ($377.6 
million), clothing and accessory stories ($113.4 million) and health and personal care stores ($90.0 million). 
 

Data displayed in Figures 5 and 6 on page 6 clearly shows that Catawba County has a large 
retail surplus, while the other three Hickory MSA counties have retail supluses thanks to 
furniture sales.  In 2016, Catawba County had a retail surplus of $1.91 billion. This means that 
total retail sales are exceeding the retail demand of Catawba County residents due to retail 

dollars coming from the other Hickory MSA counties, other North Carolina counties that border or are close to 
Catawba County, and from Catawba County’s tourism industry.   
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By far the largest Catawba County retail surpluses occurred in furniture and home furnishing store sales   
($720 million).  Without furniture sales, the 2016 retail surplus for Catawba County drops to $1.19 billion.  A 
large retail surplus also occurred in motor vehicles and parts dealers ($547.8 million).  Retail surpluses of 
more than $100 million each were estimated by the model for general merchandise stores, clothing and 
accessories stores and miscellaneous store retailers (includes florists, office suppliers, stationary and gift 
stores and used merchandise stores).   ESRI estimates did show two Catawba County retail categories with 
retail leakage in 2016. Nonstore retailers had the most retail leakage ($13.5 million) followed by gasoline 
stations with retail leakage of $7.3 million.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Estimated total retail surplus in Alexander County equaled $62.5 million in 2016. All retail 
categories showed net retail leakage except furniture/home furnishings ($236.8 million retail 
surplus), and clothing and accessories stores ($6.9 million retail surplus).  Without the retail 
surplus from furniture, Alexander County would have net retail leakage of $174.4 million.  The 

largest retail leakages occurred in motor vehicle and parts dealers ($48.2 million), food and beverage stores 
($27.2 million) and food services and drinking places ($24.7 million).   
 

Burke County had an estimated 2016 retail surplus of nearly $152.8 million. Seven of the 
retail categories registered retail surpluses in 2016.    The biggest Burke County retail surplus 
was in furniture/home furnishing stores ($237.4 million).  Without furniture sales, Burke County 
would have retail leakage of $84.5 million.  Other categories with significant retail surpluses 

include food and beverage stores ($35.9 million), health and personal care stores ($26.6 million) and food 
services and drinking places ($14.0 million).  The results show how development along I-40, along with the 
new Morganton Heights Shopping Center, have increased retail sales in Burke County over the past few 
years.  Six Burke County retail categories had estimated retail leakage in 2016.  The largest retail leakage 
occurred in general merchandise stores ($66.1 million).  In 2016, the ESRI retail marketplace model 
estimated Burke retail leakages of more than $30 million in motor vehicle and parts dealers’ sales and 
electronics and appliance store sales. 
 

Estimated 2016 Caldwell County retail surplus totaled $115.3 million. Like Alexander County, 
Caldwell only had two retail categories with retail surpluses.  Caldwell furniture sales had a net 
retail surplus of more than $316 million in 2016.  Without furniture, Caldwell would have had 
estimated retail leakage of more than $200 million.   The only other Caldwell retail category 

with a retail surplus in 2016 was health and personal care stores ($6.1 million).  Eleven Caldwell County retail 
categories, meanwhile, had estimated retail leakage in 2016.  The biggest retail leakage occurred in motor 
vehicle and parts dealers ($86.7 million).  Other retail categories with substantial retail leakage include 
electronics and appliance stores ($27.3 million), clothing and accessories stores ($21.5 million) and 
building/garden equipment and supply stores ($20.2 million). 
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Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI 
Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 

 

Figure 5. 
 

Hickory MSA Retail Surplus ($Millions) by 
County, 2016 

Source: NC Department of Commerce ACCESSNC and ESRI 
Retail-Marketplace Database, 2015. 

 

Figure 6. 
 

Hickory MSA Retail Surplus\Leakage (without 
Furniture Sales) ($Millions) by County, 2016 
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Figure 7 reveals retail surpluses and leakages across North Carolina’s 100 counties.  Catawba was one of 12 
North Carolina counties with a net retail surplus of more than $500 million.  Of the five counties that surround 
Catawba, Lincoln County had net retail leakage of $332.2 million.  Alexander, Burke and Caldwell Counties 
have net retail surpluses thanks to furniture sales.  Iredell County tallied a retail surplus of $510.1 million.  It 
is likely that Iredell County is receiving some retail demand from southeastern Catawba County residents.      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For the majority of the State, the “central county” in a metro area, such as Catawba County in the Hickory 
MSA, Buncombe County in the Asheville MSA, Mecklenburg County in the Charlotte MSA and New Hanover 
County in the Wilmington MSA, were estimated to have net retail surpluses in 2016.  There are a few 
exceptions to the overall trend.  Wake County, the “central county” of the Raleigh MSA, also had significant 
retail leakage ($623.2 million) due in part to motor vehicle and parts dealers and gasoline station sales.  
Another exception to the overall spatial pattern seen in Figure 7 is Dare County, located on the North 
Carolina Outer Banks.  Although not in a metro area, the model predicted that Dare County had a retail 
surplus of more than $570.8 million in 2016.  This large surplus is due to tourism-related retail sales. 
 
Another way to examine retail leakages and surpluses is by analyzing the data at a MSA level (Figure 8, 
page 8).  Metro areas with surpluses would suggest that a MSA is receiving additional retail revenue via 
counties that surround the metro area and/or through tourism impacts.  In 2016, the Hickory MSA had a retail 
surplus of approximately $2.25 billion thanks in part to a $1.51 billion retail surplus from furniture sales.  The 
Hickory MSA’s retail surplus was the highest among the North Carolina metro areas.  Without furniture sales, 
the $735 million retail surplus would have ranked fourth highest among NC MSAs. 
 
The MSA with the second highest retail surplus was the North Carolina portion of the Charlotte MSA ($1.98 
billion).  The Greensboro MSA totaled the third largest retail surplus in 2016 ($1.43 billion).  Both the 
Charlotte and Greensboro Metros are drawing additional dollars from counties that surround the MSA as well 
as neighboring regions. The Wilmington MSA had the fourth highest surplus of $951 million, while the 
Asheville MSA tallied the fifth highest surplus ($713 million).  The 2016 retail surpluses in the Asheville and 
Wilmington MSAs would appear to be caused by tourism-related activities. 
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Two MSAs in North Carolina were estimated to have significant retail leakage in 2016.  These Metro areas 
were the Durham MSA ($1.65 billion), and the Raleigh MSA ($1.41 billion).  ERSI estimates that the total 
disposable income (or volume of retail supply) of the Durham and Raleigh MSAs is exceeding the estimated 
actual retail sales (or the retail demand) of 
these regions. 
 

Summary 
 
Estimates from ERSI’s retail-market 
database show that 2016 Hickory MSA 
retail sales totaled $6.88 billion.  Over 
58% of all Hickory MSA retail sales in 
2016 occurred in Catawba County.  The 
largest retail categories were furniture/ 
home furnishing stores, motor vehicle and 
parts dealers, general merchandise 
stores, food and beverage stores and food 
services and drinking places.  The Hickory 
MSA had the highest percentage of retail 
sales from furniture (24%) of any Metro 
area in North Carolina.   
 
Thanks to furniture sales, all four Hickory 
MSA counties showed a retail surplus in 
2016.  Catawba County had a retail 
surplus of $1.91 billion followed by Burke 
County ($153 million), Caldwell County 
($115 million) and Alexander County 
($62.5 million).  Without furniture sales, only Catawba County would have had a retail surplus.  The Hickory 
MSA’s $2.25 billion retail surplus in 2016 was the highest among the North Carolina Metro regions. 
 
 

Hickory MSA Site-Built (Single-Family)                    
Building Permit Trends 

 
An analysis of housing trends is a key element in understanding economic conditions in the Hickory MSA.  
Since 1996, the Western Piedmont Council of Governments has been collecting building permit data, with the 
assistance of the five local government building permit departments across all four MSA counties.  The data 
is collected by the type of permit (residential or nonresidential, such as commercial, industrial or institutional); 
whether the permit is for a new building, an addition or alteration (renovation); the value of construction and 
the Census Tract the permit is located in.  This EIN article will examine site-built (new one unit structures-
sometimes referred to as single-family construction) building permit patterns over the past 10 years as well 
as comparing site-built permit trends in the Hickory MSA to other Metro areas in North Carolina.  
 
In 2006, a total of 1,418 site-built single-family permits were issued in the Hickory MSA (Table 7).  After 2007, 
new construction declined sharply as the region lost more than 22,000 jobs (Figure 9, page 9).  By 2012, the 
number of site-built permits declined to 279 units, or 80% fewer permits than were granted in 2006.  The 
number of Hickory MSA permits issued annually has increased since 2012 as the region’s economy 
recovers.  The 586 single-family permits issued in the Hickory MSA during 2016 was the most since 2008. 
 

Table 7. 
Hickory MSA Site-Built Building (Single-Family) Permits, 2006-2016 

County 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Alexander 140 162 110 51 38 33 34 57 43 68 49 
Burke 277 268 176 141 102 68 50 65 79 126 135 
Caldwell 318 304 209 121 89 74 62 82 84 88 94 
Catawba 683 676 325 186 152 124 133 178 185 224 308 
MSA Total 1,418 1,410 820 499 381 299 279 382 391 506 586 

 
Source: Hickory Metro Area Building Inspection Departments, 2017. 

Figure 8. 
 

Retail Surplus and Leakage by NC MSA      
($Millions), 2016 

*Includes North Carolina counties only.  Source: NC Department of Commerce 
ACCESSNC and ESRI Retail-Marketplace Database, 2017. 
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The number of site-built single-family permits in 
Alexander County dropped from 140 units in 2006 
to 33 in 2011.  The number of Alexander permits 
increased to 68 in 2015 before falling back to 49 
units in 2016.  In 2012, just 50 site-built permits 
were issued in Burke County compared to 277 in 
2006.  The number of single-family permits issued 
in Burke County has steadily risen since 2012.  A 
total of 135 site-built single-family permits were 
issued in Burke County during 2016.   The 
increase in permits is due to housing growth on 
the western side of the county near Lake James. 
    
Due to the economic recession, Caldwell County 
site-built single-family building permit activity fell 
from 318 in 2006 to 62 in 2012.  Little net change 
has occurred with respect to Caldwell County’s 
site-built single-family building permit activity 
since 2010.  The 94 single-family permits issued 
in Caldwell in 2016 is just five more than were 
granted in 2010.  Catawba County single-family 
building permit activity fell 82% from 683 in 2006 to 124 in 2011.  Since 2011, Catawba County has seen a 
significant recovery in site-built single-family construction.  The number of single-family units grew to 225 in 
2015.  In late 2016, Catawba County began granting permits to the Villages of Sherrills Ford development.  
The new residential growth helped to increase the number of new 2016 site-built single-family permits in 
Catawba County to 308.  
 
The total value of Hickory MSA site-built construction between 2006 and 2016 is shown in Table 8.  The 80% 
drop in the number of new Hickory MSA site-built single-family permits caused construction values to fall 
from $270.6 million to $67.3 million.  Between 2012 and 2016, the value of site-built construction grew to 
$125.2 million for an 86.0% increase (Figure 10, page 10).  There are two main factors behind the growth in 
construction value.  The first is rising prices for construction materials including wood, brick and masonry 
work.  The region’s economic recovery has also increased the number of site-built permits being issued over 
the past few years. 
 

Table 8. 
Hickory MSA Site-Built (Single-Family) Building Permit Construction Value ($Millions), 2006-2016 

County 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
Alexander $30.7 $35.3 $22.6 $10.8 $10.2 $10.0 $8.9 $15.6 $13.2 $23.9 $9.9 
Burke $49.4 $55.2 $39.0 $29.2 $23.4 $17.0 $12.8 $14.8 $15.4 $27.5 $28.9 
Caldwell $51.2 $55.2 $37.4 $22.7 $17.4 $13.7 $13.9 $20.0 $22.6 $24.3 $25.4 
Catawba $139.2 $173.8 $81.7 $44.9 $40.3 $35.5 $31.8 $39.4 $40.7 $48.5 $61.1 
MSA Total $270.6 $319.5 $180.6 $107.6 $91.2 $76.2 $67.3 $89.9 $91.9 $124.2 $125.2 

 
Source: Hickory Metro Area Building Inspection Departments, 2017. 
 
Site-built values in Alexander County totaled $35.3 million in 2007.  By 2012, the single-family construction 
value fell to less than $9 million.  Alexander construction value did increase to $23.9 million in 2015, but fell 
back to $9.9 million in 2016 as less expensive homes were built in the County.  From 2006 to 2012, Burke’s 
site-built value decreased 74% from $49.4 million to $12.8 million.  An increase in the number of site-built 
permits and the construction of more expensive homes near Lake James have caused construction values to 
rise to $28.9 million in 2016.  
 
Caldwell County’s value of site-built construction decreased from $51.2 million in 2006 to less than $14 
million in 2011 and 2012.  Since 2012, however, site-built single-family construction value has more than 
doubled to $28.9 million due to higher cost seasonal units being added in Northern Caldwell County.  As the 
number of site-built permits issued in Catawba County fell from 683 in 2006 to 124 in 2012, the value of 
construction dropped from $139.2 million to $31.8 million.  Between 2012 and 2016, site-built single-family 
construction value increased to $61.1 million.  Some of the increase is due to the additional construction 
value of the 2016 building permits in the Villages of Sherrills Ford development. 
 
 

Figure 9. 
 

Hickory MSA Site-Built Permit Totals 

Source: Hickory Metro Area Building Inspection Departments, 2017. 

 

 

EIN              A Publication of the Western Piedmont Workforce Development Board      Summer 2017 
 



 

 

10 

Comparisons with other North 
Carolina Metro Areas 

 
Since 2003, the US Census Bureau has 
been compiling building permit 
information for North Carolina metro 
areas.  Building permit data based on 
the current North Carolina MSA 
boundaries (established in 2013) is 
available from the US Census Bureau 
for 2014, 2015 and 2016 (Table 9).  The 
number of site-built permits issued in the 
Hickory-Morganton-Lenoir MSA in 2016 
was nearly 50% more than in 2014.  
Only the Burlington MSA (58.2%) and 
the Winston-Salem MSA (57.5%) had a 
greater percentage of one-unit single-
family permit growth between 2014 and 
2016 than the Hickory MSA.    
 
Two North Carolina Metros located near 
large military installations (Fayetteville 
and Jacksonville) experienced declines 
in new site-built growth between 2014 
and 2016, most likely due to military related budget cuts.  In contrast, 2,735 more site-built single-family 
homes were built in the Charlotte MSA in 2016 compared to 2014.  The Charlotte MSA added more one-unit 
homes (14,041) than any other North Carolina metro area in 2016.  During 2016, more than 9,400 one-unit 
dwellings were added in the Raleigh MSA.  About 1,760 more single-family homes were constructed in the 
Raleigh MSA in 2016 compared to 2014.          
 

Table 9. 
North Carolina MSA Site-Built Permits, 2014-2016  

NC MSA 2014 2015 2016 
Change 
2014-16 

% Change 
2014-16 

Change 
2015-16 

% Change 
2015-16 

Asheville  1,408 1,794 1,919 511 36.3% 125 7.0% 
Burlington  593 736 938 345 58.2% 202 27.4% 
Charlotte* 11,306 12,389 14,041 2,735 24.2% 1,652 13.3% 
Durham  2,167 2,616 2,951 784 36.2% 335 12.8% 
Fayetteville  1,012 889 833 -179 -17.7% -56 -6.3% 
Goldsboro  257 244 260 3 1.2% 16 6.6% 
Greensboro 1,470 1,658 1,635 165 11.2% -23 -1.4% 
Greenville 335 352 466 131 39.1% 114 32.4% 
Hickory 391 506 586 195 49.9% 80 15.8% 
Jacksonville  1,045 856 785 -260 -24.9% -71 -8.3% 
New Bern 264 315 292 28 10.6% -23 -7.3% 
Raleigh 7,680 8,694 9,442 1,762 22.9% 748 8.6% 
Rocky Mount  202 249 236 34 16.8% -13 -5.2% 
Wilmington  1,367 1,646 1,774 407 29.8% 128 7.8% 
Winston-Salem  1,424 1,602 2,243 819 57.5% 641 40.0% 

 
               *Includes South Carolina portion of the Charlotte MSA.  Source: US Census Bureau, 2017. 
 
The number of single-family permits issued in the Hickory MSA was 15.8% higher in 2016 than in 2015.  Only 
the Winston-Salem (40.0%), Burlington (27.4%) and Greenville (32.4%) MSAs had more percentage growth 
than the Hickory MSA.  The Charlotte MSA had 1,652 more site-built single-family permits issued in 2016 
compared to 2015, while the Raleigh MSA added 748 more one-unit dwellings in 2016 than in 2015.       
 
Changes in North Carolina MSA value of site-built construction between 2014 and 2016 are shown in Table 
10 on page 11.  The estimated value of site-built units in the Hickory MSA rose from $91.9 million in 2014 to 
$125.2 million in 2016.  The total value of site-built construction grew 36.2%, while the number of permits 
being issued increased by 49.9%.  These trends caused the average value of construction to fall from 
$235,038 in 2014 to $213,652 in 2016.  This could be an indication of more lower priced housing units being 

Figure 10. 
 

Hickory MSA Site-Built Construction Value ($Millions) 
 

Source: Hickory Metro Area Building Inspection Departments, 2017. 
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built in the Hickory MSA in 2016 compared to more expensive seasonal mountain and lake homes being 
constructed in 2014.  
 

Table 10. 
North Carolina MSA Total Site-Built Value ($Millions) and Average Value per Unit, 2014-2016  

NC MSA 2014 2015 2016 
Change 
2014-16 

% Change 
2014-16 

2014 Average 
Construction 

Value 

2016 Average 
Construction 

Value 
Asheville  $372.8 $448.3 $492.3 $119.5 32.1% $264,773 $256,540 
Burlington  $83.7 $100.9 $143.9 $60.2 71.9% $141,147 $153,412 
Charlotte* $2,625.4 $2,997.4 $3,505.6 $880.2 33.5% $232,212 $249,669 
Durham  $494.3 $563.5 $667.7 $173.4 35.1% $228,103 $226,262 
Fayetteville  $173.2 $159.3 $150.0 -$23.2 -13.4% $171,146 $180,072 
Goldsboro  $40.4 $39.4 $44.4 $4.0 9.9% $157,198 $170,769 
Greensboro $372.3 $399.0 $402.0 $29.7 8.0% $253,265 $245,872 
Greenville $64.3 $59.6 $86.2 $21.9 34.1% $191,940 $184,979 
Hickory $91.9 $124.2 $125.2 $33.3 36.2% $235,038 $213,652 
Jacksonville  $123.8 $110.9 $108.4 -$15.4 -12.4% $118,469 $138,089 
New Bern $37.3 $50.2 $52.1 $14.8 39.7% $141,287 $178,424 
Raleigh $1,607.5 $1,824.5 $2,052.1 $444.6 27.7% $209,310 $217,337 
Rocky Mount  $34.3 $41.3 $41.5 $7.2 21.0% $169,802 $175,846 
Wilmington  $299.6 $345.5 $430.2 $130.6 43.6% $219,166 $242,503 
Winston-Salem  $266.2 $307.7 $366.1 $99.9 37.5% $186,938 $163,218 

 
        *Includes South Carolina portion of the Charlotte MSA.  Source: US Census Bureau, 2017. 
 
Thirteen of the 15 North Carolina MSAs had higher total site-built single-family permit values in 2016 than in 
2014 (Table 10).  The construction value of Charlotte MSA new site-built single-family permits exceeded $3.5 
billion for the first time in 2016.  Also in 2016, for the first time, the value of Raleigh MSA single-family permit 
construction surpassed $2 billion.  Seven North Carolina MSAs had average values of single-family 
construction over $200,000.  The Asheville MSA had the highest average construction value ($256,540), 
followed by Charlotte MSA ($249,669) and the Greensboro MSA ($245,872).    
 
 
 

Subscribe to the best source of economic data for the 
Greater Hickory Metro – the Economic Indicators Newsletter (EIN)! 

 

The EIN is packed with current financial data and demographic trends tailored to 
Alexander, Burke, Caldwell and Catawba Counties.  Recent issues have included: 

 

•Building Permits & Housing Growth •Tourism & Hotel Use Data•Retail Sales Data•Job Openings Data •Health Insurance in 
the Hickory Metro•Employment, Wage and Inflation Data in the Hickory Metro •“Spotlight” Feature in Each Issue 

 

Be in the know!  Subscribe to the Economic Indicators Newsletter today! 
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Employment Projections 
        

 Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton MSA     
American Community Survey Results 
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