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Methodology
Scores were computed based on per capita levels of outdoor-related assets and businesses. Index levels are based on the 
percentage of the maximum score computed. A region with a score of “1.0” represents the highest-scoring region in that 
ranking. Each index amount is a percentage of the maximum score. 

Comparison communities were carefully selected. Most communities selected were small or mid-size metros that are 
generally considered ‘outdoor’ communities with a mix of amenities. In general, these communities have served as 
the basis for comparison in many quality of life studies and benchmark analyses in the past. The following comparison 
communities were selected: Asheville, NC, Greenville, SC, Boulder, CO, Chattanooga, TN, and Portland, ME. A table 
including comparative demographic and income data has been included in Appendix II.

Executive Summary
This is the 2018 update of the first outdoor benchmark analysis in 2012 comparing the Roanoke region to peer outdoor 
communities – Asheville, NC; Boulder, CO; Chattanooga, TN; Greenville, SC; and Portland, ME. Findings continue to 
support the concept that the region has a strong base of natural amenities. It also points out that the region’s competitive 
position remains similar to 2012 with ranking unchanged in 11 areas, gains in sporting goods retail, and bike shops, and 
lost ground in running events. If analyzed by index score, the region remains stable in eight categories with gains in 
outdoor employment, sporting goods retail, and bike shops, and lost ground in cycling events, running events, and miles of 
greenway.  

New indices in this report set benchmarks for future studies and include hotel rooms, exercise rate, smoking rate, and 
obesity rate.

Roanoke’s strength continues to be its base of outdoor amenities, strength in certain categories, and diversity of amenities.  
Roanoke’s strengths are in miles of major rivers (suitable for floating, fishing, and recreation), acreage in public lands, 
acreage in wilderness areas, and miles of greenway trail. The Roanoke Region is weaker in the concentration of outdoor 
businesses and the degree to which the population exercises and recreates.

These findings indicate that the region must more aggressively improve access, promote, and develop outdoor amenities 
to differentiate from the competition and utilize as a strategy to grow business, attract talent, influence the global narrative, 
and increase tourists. Some of the region’s peer communities made significant progress in development of amenities and 
events. In six years, Boulder almost tripled its number of cycling events, grew miles of greenway at a faster rate than the 
Roanoke region, and took the index lead in the running events from Roanoke. Chattanooga and Portland also grew running 
events at a faster rate. Greenville experienced significant expansion in outdoor employment and significantly increased 
outdoor related business establishments.

Opportunities exist in the development of Explore Park, activation of the Roanoke River, and continued water access 
projects such as the crowd-funded docks and launches for Carvins Cove, James River, Jackson River, Roanoke River, and 
Smith Mountain Lake.

Another finding is related to exercise and participation in outdoor recreation; an indicator in which Roanoke lags. Stronger 
promotion and programming of outdoor recreation engagement to residents has ability to influence community health 
outcomes and reduce associated costs. Using the outdoor culture for talent attraction can also drive this metric. 

The outdoor economy is alive in the Roanoke region and holds potential to include business growth, population growth, 
tourism, global narrative, and environmental and health outcomes. But the outdoor assets must continue to be curated, 
cultivated, and promoted to protect against erosion of the competitive position and ensure this economic sector is able to 
deliver on its potential.
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Overall Outdoor Index
The overall outdoor index is an average of all indices in the benchmark study. Boulder is the clear leader and the Roanoke 
region is a close third behind Asheville. Boulder scores strongly in events, amenities, businesses, and a new category 
based on an active population. Roanoke scores strongly in amenities and the diversity of amenities with its main weakness 
in the size of its outdoor business sector. While the business sector is growing thanks to continued promotion which 
stimulates demand, potential exists for expansion that matches the competitive position in overall amenities.  

Development of some amenities and events in other markets is occurring at a faster rate than in Roanoke proving that 
investment in the outdoors is critical to maintaining Roanoke’s relative position. Roanoke’s ranking is unchanged from the 
2012 outdoor benchmark study. 

86+88+41+100+80+71.86

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA
PORTLAND, ME

.88 .41 1.00 .80 .71
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Outdoor Amenity Subindex
The outdoor amenity subindex aggregates all amenity-related scores. The subindex shows the Roanoke region is well 
positioned in outdoor amenities with strengths in miles of major rivers (suitable for floating, fishing, and recreation), public 
land acreage, wilderness acreage, and miles of greenway trail. This suggests a strong, competitive base of outdoor 
amenities. 

Roanoke is ranked second behind Asheville and clustered tightly with Chattanooga. The region’s overall position is 
unchanged from 2012. 

95+100+35+77+94+65.95

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER
CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

1.00 .35 .77 .94 .65
Amenity subindex includes greenways, acres of public land, acres of wilderness areas, square miles of lake, and miles of major river.

Outdoor Business Subindex
The Roanoke region is ranked fourth in all outdoor businesses.  This subindex indicates the success of leveraging 
overall amenities do not necessarily translate into visitation, utilization, and associated business growth. In many cases, a 
region’s natural amenities must be cultivated and activated, an example of which is by making the amenities accessible 
with infrastructure and other improvements.  Roanoke must continue to cultivate and activate outdoor assets in addition 
to promoting those assets to grow demand for outdoor goods and services.  Roanoke’s relative rank position remains 
unchanged from the initial outdoor benchmark study performed in 2012. 

58+65+42+100+47+66.58

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

.65 .42 1.00 .47 .66
Business subindex includes bike shops, sporting goods retail, hotel rooms, and overall outdoor employment.
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Healthy Community Subindex
The healthy community subindex averages three new data elements that became available since the initial benchmark 
study:

• Percentage of metro residents who regularly exercise  

• Obesity rate

• Smoking incidence

The Roanoke region is tied for last out of this set of benchmark communities and fourth overall.

85+91+85+100+85+90.85

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE
BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.91 .85 1.00 .85 .90

Diversity of Amenities Subindex
The diversity of amenities subindex is based on the number of amenity-based index scores that exceed 50 percent of the 
highest per capita level of a given asset.  The Roanoke region featured the most diverse base of amenities in the study and 
demonstrating competitive advantage.  

100+75+0+75+75+751.00

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.75 0 .75 .75 .75
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80+38+19+100+38+55.80

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA
PORTLAND, ME

.38 .19 1.00 .38 .55

Miles of Greenway
The Roanoke region remains strong when it comes to per capita miles of greenway trail. Roanoke’s relative position remains 
unchanged second to Boulder.  However, the distance between the two region’s index score has increased. Boulder has 
added trail at a faster pace than Roanoke in the intervening years. Asheville appears to be gaining ground as well. This is an 
example of how continued investment is necessary to maintain strengths relative to other markets.

Public Recreational Lands
The Roanoke region was second only to Asheville in terms of public recreational lands within 50 miles on a per capita basis.  
The largest amount of public recreational land in proximity to either city is represented by US National Forest acreage.

Data on public recreational lands were collected through the National Atlas. Spatial data were downloaded from the 
National Atlas site, and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software was used to determine the acreage of both federal 
and state recreational lands within 50 miles of each region’s center. Each community was assigned a score which was 
computed by finding the number of acres in public recreational lands per 1,000 residents within the 50-mile radius of 
each region. This ranking was unchanged from the 2012 analysis as might be predicted but the measure is important for 
analyzing overall competitive position.

80+100+30+37+40+2.80

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE BOULDER CHATTANOOGA
PORTLAND, ME

1.00 .30 .37 .40 .02
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Wilderness Areas
As a subset of public recreational lands, wilderness areas measure availability of pristine, unspoiled land and are used 
primarily by certain high-adventure types of enthusiasts. The Roanoke region was second in concentration of wilderness 
area within 50 miles only to Boulder and had the highest concentration of any East Coast community in the analysis.  

Data were collected through the National Atlas. Spatial data were downloaded from the National Atlas site and Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) software was used to determine the acreage of federal wilderness areas within 50 miles of each 
region’s center. Each metro was assigned a score computed by finding the number of acres in wilderness areas per 1,000 
residents within the 50-mile radius. This ranking is unchanged from 2012.

49+40+18+100+41+0.49
ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA
PORTLAND, ME

.40 .18 1.00 .41 0

Square Miles of Lake
Square miles of lake and other large bodies of water are an important consideration for water-based recreational 
opportunities. Even with Smith Mountain Lake, the Roanoke region has less lake surface per capita than Portland and 
Chattanooga. Only Boulder had a lower score for square miles of lake on a per capita basis. While overall lake area is 
relatively low, Smith Mountain Lake is the largest lake completely within the Commonwealth’s borders and is therefore an 
incredibly important asset to promote. 

Data on square miles of lakes were collected through ESRI. Spatial data were extracted from ESRI sources and Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) software was used to determine the square miles of lake water located within and/or touching a 
50-mile radius around each comparison region’s center. The scores were computed by finding the square mileage of lake 
surface per 1,000 residents. This ranking was unchanged from the 2012 analysis.

25+37+46+6+88+100.25
ROANOKE ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE
BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA
PORTLAND, ME

.37 .46 .06 .88 1.00
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Miles of Major River
Roanoke is second only to Asheville in terms of miles of major river per 1,000 residents. Data was collected from ESRI.  
Mileage of river was computed for rivers and streams that were enough to support recreational activity within 50 miles of 
each region’s center and scores were computed by finding the number of miles of river per 1,000 residents.

Rivers are an important recreational asset.  Not only do rivers support direct recreational activities such as floating, fishing, 
and paddling but are urban amenities with scenic value and development potential. 

90+100+48+28+85+41.90

ROANOKE
ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

1.00 .48 .28 .85 .41

Running Events
The Roanoke region led the ranking of marathon and half marathon running events in 2012 but is now ranked behind 
Boulder. The Foot Levelers Blue Ridge Marathon, Salem Marathon, Trail Nut Marathon, Conquer the Cove Marathon, 
Jackson River Scenic Trail Marathon, and Star City Half Marathon continue to contribute to Roanoke’s outdoor success. 
Boulder has created events to take the lead in per capita running events.

Data on running events were collected through Runnersworld.com and findmymarathon.com for each comparison region.  

68+34+8+100+39+20.68

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.34 .08 1.00 .39 .20
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Cycling Events
The Boulder area is the runaway leader in cycling events per capita while the Roanoke region is third ranked among 
benchmark communities but well behind Boulder.   

Data on cycling events were collected through USAcycling.org for each metro area.

14+27+12+100+5+3.14
ROANOKE ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.27 .12 1.00 .05 .03

Bike Shops
On a per capita basis, the Roanoke region has more bike shops than five comparison communities, improving in the overall 
ranking by three positions since 2012. This metric is an example of growth potential of the outdoor business sector. 

Data on bike shops were collected through online business searches. Each community was assigned a score, which was 
computed by finding the bike shops per 1,000 residents of each metro area.

60+35+43+100+55+58.60

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.35 .43 1.00 .55 .58
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Sporting Goods Retail
On a per capita basis, Boulder has the most in the way of sporting goods retail establishments with Portland clearly in 
second place. The fourth-ranked Roanoke region improved its relative index score and ranking position since 2012 moving 
up one spot.  

Data on sporting goods retailers were collected through the Bureau of Labor Statistics program using 2017 reference year 
data. Each metro was assigned a score, which was computed by finding the number of sporting goods retailers per 1,000 
people in the area.

48+56+39+100+38+63.48
ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE
GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

.56 .39 1.00 .38 .63

Outdoor Employment
The Roanoke Region is relatively weak in terms of the proportion of outdoor employment, ranked next to last.  Portland 
led the comparison regions with 1.2 percent of regional employment in the outdoors while Roanoke features 0.65 percent 
of its employment in the outdoors defined as employment within sporting goods retail, nature parks, camps, ski facilities, 
marinas, and outfitters. Employment growth in this sector increased 21 percent in Roanoke while only increasing 8 percent 
in Portland, 6 percent in Boulder, and declining in Asheville which indicate a more mature outdoor business sector in those 
regions. Roanoke’s growth in the sector and low per capita ranking shows potential for growth. Outdoor employment data 
were collected through the US Census County Business Patterns data from 2016.  Each region was assigned a score based 
on its percentage of employment in the outdoors. 

56+79+77+84+54+100.56

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE
BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

.79 .77 .84 .54 1.00
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Hotel Rooms
Data from STR Global on the number of hotel rooms per capita were used to define the size of the lodging industry. While 
the lodging industry reflects a range of travel demands and markets, it is useful in this analysis as a descriptor of lodging 
demand capacity. The Roanoke region was fourth-ranked in the analysis, reflecting a weaker hospitality industry overall 
and a relative lack of lodging capacity. This may suggest that more meaningful outdoor tourism investment could support 
additional lodging establishment development.

65+88+48+53+68+100.65

ROANOKE

ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE BOULDER
CHATTANOOGA

PORTLAND, ME

.88 .48 .53 .68 1.00

Exercise Activity
The Roanoke region was last ranked in exercise activity based on data from Gallup Healthways. The data is descriptive 
of the percentage of population that exercises regularly, which is defined by Gallup as those who exercise for 30 or more 
minutes at least three days a week. Boulder led the ranking.  

A set of demographic statistics is presented in the Appendix for each metro region. This ranking cannot be solely explained 
by the aging population in Roanoke as both Asheville and Portland have slightly higher rates of exercise and activity but 
very similar median ages to Roanoke. Both regions are very comparable with Roanoke regarding percentage of millennial 
residents, as well. Results may be related to the adoption of a community narrative and culture around active lifestyles. 

68+82+72+100+75+78.68

ROANOKE
ASHEVILLE

GREENVILLE

BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.82 .72 1.00 .75 .78
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Obesity Rate
The Roanoke region had the fourth worst incidence of obesity (higher scores indicate lower rates of obesity) behind 
Boulder but was bundled with slightly better scores for Asheville and Portland. Obesity is defined according to commonly 
accepted standards of Body Mass Index measurements. This data is from the University of Wisconsin Population Health 
Institute which publishes county-level health data using data from the US CDC. The CDC data on which this data are based 
is collected via random mobile phone surveys of the population.  Greenville SC and Chattanooga TN had the highest 
incidence of adult obesity. This is aligned with exercise rankings, generally. Efforts to encourage a local active population 
will result in desirable health outcomes.

94+95+90+100+88+95.94

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE
BOULDER

CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.95 .90 1.00 .88 .95

Smoking Incidence
The Roanoke region has the third lowest incidence of smoking (higher scores indicate lower rates of smoking) behind 
Boulder and clustered with Portland and Asheville. This data is from the University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute 
which publishes county-level health data using data from the US CDC. The CDC data on which this data is based is 
collected via random mobile phone surveys of the population.

98+97+94+100+93+99.98

ROANOKE ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE BOULDER CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND, ME

.97 .94 1.00 .93 .99
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Best Practices 
The region must continually invest if it is to remain at the forefront of communities and regions that are capitalizing on the 
outdoors to build an economy and quality of place to attract talent and residents. Across the country, both in the benchmark 
communities and in other metropolitan areas, efforts are being made to activate the outdoors into a meaningful asset 
fueling economic growth.

ASHEVILLE, NC: Asheville is building a world-class white-water park on the French Broad River. The river wave will be 
adjacent to a park and accessible via a greenway. The project includes five miles of new greenway, a 5-acre park, and a 
white-water wave for paddling, tubing, and surfing. The $18.1 million project has already received a $4.5 million general 
obligation bond, $4.5 million grant from US DOT, $2.25 million from Buncombe County Tourism Development Authority, $1.1 
million from Buncombe County, and $245,000 from private grants and contributions.

KNOXVILLE, TN: Nonprofit Legacy Parks Foundation created Outdoor Knoxville, an initiative to make Knoxville’s natural 
and recreation assets an economic driver for the region. The Foundation recently opened an adventure and visitor center 
which provides programming, gear rentals, educational workshops, and serves as a visitor center. The study determined 
the region has a higher daily per capita cyclist count (5.45 per 1,000 in population) than San Francisco (3.2). Cycling volume 
increased 32 percent from 2015 to 2017.

OKLAHOMA CITY, OK: Oklahoma City voters approved a referendum in 1993 to increase the sales tax and use the 
resulting funds for downtown improvements and to provide new and upgraded cultural, sports, recreation, entertainment, 
and convention facilities. The projects were built debt-free with a limited term, one-cent sales tax. Oklahoma City has 
extended the program for targeted improvements twice. In addition to general downtown, sidewalks, transit, streetscapes, 
and sports projects, the city has funded a whitewater rafting and kayaking center, and development of a $132 million, 70 
acre park between downtown and the Oklahoma River.  

BENTONVILLE, AR: Northwest Arkansas has invested $74 million in the region’s trails resulting in 350 miles of shared-use 
trails, including more than 130 miles of shared-use paved paths. A study commissioned by the Walton Foundation showed 
that in 2017 cycling brought an estimated $137 million in economic benefits to the area.
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VARIABLE

ROANOKE, VA 
Metro Statistical 

Area

ASHEVILLE, NC 
Metro Statistical 

Area

GREENVILLE-
ANDERSON-

MAULDIN, SC 
Metro Statistical 

Area

BOULDER, CO 
Metro Statistical 

Area

CHATTANOOGA, 
TN-GA 

Metro Statistical 
Area

PORTLAND-
SOUTH 

PORTLAND, ME 
Metro Statistical 

Area

2018 Total Population 319,344 469,789 910,412 333,953 564,803 550,780

2000-2010 Population Annual Growth 
Rate 0.69% 1.41% 1.28% 0.89% 1.03% 0.53%

2010-2018 Population Annual Growth 
Rate 0.41% 1.23% 1.21% 1.53% 0.82% 0.84%

2018 Total Households 132,131 197,570 353,794 132,801 224,501 227,420

2018 Average Household Size 2.36 2.32 2.51 2.43 2.46 2.37

2018 Median Household Income $51,488 $50,360 $51,617 $76,802 $50,203 $62,208

2018 Per Capita Income $29,155 $29,409 $28,208 $43,914 $28,090 $34,499

Households Below the Poverty Level 17,871 25,881 49,988 15,707 30,688 22,898

Households Below the Poverty Level 
(%) 13.5% 13.1% 14.1% 11.8% 13.7% 10.1%

2018 Median Age 43.9 44.7 39.2 36.7 41.1 44.0

Millennial Population (%) 17.4% 17.3% 19.8% 23.7% 19.1% 17.7%

Percent Minority Population 22.22% 15.01% 26.46% 21.96% 21.93% 8.03%

2018 High School Diploma (%) 24.79% 20.04% 22.66% 10.69% 23.45% 23.46%

2018 Bachelor’s Degree (%) 18.11% 21.36% 18.17% 32.35% 16.77% 23.81%

2018 Grad/Professional Degree (%) 10.26% 13.35% 10.36% 28.83% 9.02% 15.13%

2018 Average Household Income $68,761 $68,630 $71,244 $109,127 $69,224 $82,679

2018 Median Disposable Income $41,669 $40,599 $42,247 $59,999 $41,533 $51,383

2018 Median Net Worth $105,960 $94,575 $87,843 $161,485 $90,896 $146,258
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ROANOKE ASHEVILLE GREENVILLE BOULDER CHATTANOOGA PORTLAND

2012 2018 2012 2018 2012 2018 2012 2018 2012 2018 2012 2018

Miles of Greenway 23 32 6 12 9.37 19.9 25.23 38.35 23.8 25 33.65 35

Public Land (acres) 1,230,505 1,230,505 1,965,476 1,965,476 858,085 858,085 2,150,443 2,150,443 757,586 757,586 30,302 30,302

Wildnerness Area 
(acres)

51,785 51,785 54,442 54,442 34,938 34,938 401,921 401,921 53,044 53,044 0 0

Square Miles of 
Lake

71.94 71.94 134.7 134.7 248.74 248.74 69.58 69.58 304.55 304.55 282.66 282.66

Miles of Major River 1304 1304 1483 1483 1188 1188 1363 1363 1393 1393 533 533

Cycling Events 10 10 17 27 25 23 24 71 9 6 9 4

Running Events 4 6 3 3 3 2 8 9 3 6 1 3

Bike Shops 10 16 24 38 20 33 101 110 27 31 20 35

Sporting Goods 
Retail

26 30 46 51 53 69 64 64 48 42 71 66

Outdoor 
Employment

732 888 1542 1521 1266 2894 1368 1458 1092 1358 2527 2738

Bike Shops 15 16 24 38 20 33 101 110 27 31 20 35

Hotel Rooms -- 5874 -- 11604 -- 12363 -- 4916 -- 10938 -- 15377

Exercise Rate -- 47.5 -- 57.2 -- 50 -- 69.6 -- 52.4 -- 57.7

Smoking Rate -- 15 -- 16 -- 18 -- 13 -- 19 -- 14

Obesity Rate -- 27 -- 26 -- 30 -- 22 -- 31 -- 26

Raw Data


