


The Town organized the ReVive effort to 
make sure we were doing our part to plan 
for a successful recovery post-pandemic. 
The Advisory group met numerous times 
to pick the consulting firm, review the 
research and decide where the Town 
should place its priorities to help assure 
we thrive again.

Town Staff:
Laura Selmer, Economic Development Specialist
Dwight Bassett, Economic Development Officer



►The recession has had a disproportionate negative impact on populations of color and 

workers with lower levels of education and income.

►Small businesses, particularly those that are locally-owned, have been devastated by 

shutdowns and have struggled to adapt toward virtual business models.

►Significant layoffs have occurred in service industries with most impact felt in retail, 

tourism, hospitality and some health care.

►College towns have suffered uniquely due to campus closures, a shift to online learning 

and reduced student foot traffic.

►Remote work has led to a lower daytime population in Chapel Hill, resulting in a sizeable 

loss in revenue for local businesses.

►Countless other changes have impacted the families, students, businesses, non-profits 

and government workers of Chapel Hill.

Pandemic Facts:



➢ Chapel Hill sees strengths in the incredible assets of UNC-Chapel Hill and the health system. Residents and 
business owners aspire to see a greater connectedness with the university by way of small business support 
programs for minorities, incubation of innovative ideas and companies, learning opportunities for all ages and 
backgrounds, and overall greater visibility throughout the community.

➢ Residents respect individualism and value the diversity of their community. They love the natural charm and 
feel of being a college town. The community wishes that the diversity and talents of its residents were better 
showcased by way of public art and events that drive traffic to the downtown.

➢ Chapel Hill seeks to balance any growth with investments in its livability to include more greenspaces and bike 
lanes. There is a desire for the community to reduce its dependence on cars.

➢ Growth can be a been a challenge for Chapel Hill. Residents face housing issues related to affordability and 
diversity of offerings. Workers and visitors struggle to access the community due to traffic and parking availability. 
Businesses, entrepreneurs, and developers often face challenges with permitting and the availability and cost of
office space.

➢ The leaders of the community also feel that talent pipeline development needs renewed focus, taking full 
advantage of the strength of the local school system, the presence of the university and technical college, and the 
overall emphasis on talent-driven economic prosperity. New remote-work trends offer new opportunities to recruit
talent.

Some of what we heard:



Mid-March shutdowns caused significant declines in household 
spending in Orange County, with a decline of 47% in early April 
from January levels. Household spending improved throughout the 
summer until a late August COVID spike caused a further reduction 
in local spending. Household spending in the county was just 11% 
down by November.



Foot traffic at workplaces fell nearly 60% by mid-April as 
foot traffic at local residences increased 25%. Chapel 
Hill is an employment center that was dramatically 
impacted by virtualization of schooling and some health 
care operations.



Shutdowns led to layoffs and retail sales decline, 
while renewed demand for housing led to continued 
price increases.



Chapel Hill’s recession was
made worse by its lack of
industry diversification.
Compared to benchmarks,
Chapel Hill is the 3rd least
diverse economy.



Shutdowns led to layoffs and retail sales 
decline, while renewed demand for housing led 
to continued price increases.



Chapel Hill's high quality of life comes with a high cost. The Town's
median home price ($409k) is nearly 8 times more than the average
annual wage ($53k) in the Town. Affordability is much worse in 
Chapel Hill than peer cities, including Raleigh and Durham, which 
are more affordable.
Fortunately, the Town’s affordability ratio is improving as new
housing is being permitted and built in recent years.



Chapel Hill has a low capture of young talent and has historically struggled to retain graduates. Compared to peer 
communities, Chapel Hill has experienced the greatest level of out-migration of college educated individuals. 
Austin, Raleigh, and Winston-Salem both produce and attract high numbers of college-educated workers.



Chapel Hill’s economy is clearly led by Health Care and Higher Education. Entertainment (including 
restaurants/bars) and Retail are strong secondary clusters.
Health Care is not only large (with 18,000 local jobs) but growing significantly. Health Care added 
3,600 new jobs over the 5-year period through 2019, growing 25%. In contrast, Higher Education job 
growth is flat to negative.







Critical early action will be required to implement the Recovery & Resiliency Plan:

1. Execute on a busines retention and expansion initiative to conduct 20 interviews 

in 45 days from which feedback will inform future implementation and funding.

2. Expand marketing resources to tell the real estate opportunity story in Chapel Hill 

to support filling vacant and new spaces in the community.

3. Create grant programs to support strengthening business during redevelopment 

projects and as a part of post-pandemic recovery. (Micro grants, Entrepreneur grants 

and established business grants)

4. Look at work of similar economic development agencies in North Carolina and 

compare the Town’s output to determine areas for potential growth in programs and 

services.

Critical Early Goals to begin moving forward:
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Open2.biz/revive


