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The Commonwealth 
Endures
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The Impact on Virginia's

Metropolitan Areas
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Sources: Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) Seasonally adjusted data. Data for December is preliminary. Virginia Beach-Norfolk-Newport News reflects the Virginia Beach-Norfolk-

Newport News, VA-NC Metropolitan Area. Washington-Arlington-Alexandria reflects the Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV Metropolitan Area.

6.0%

5.4%

5.2%

5.0%

4.9%

4.8%

4.3%

4.3%

4.2%

3.9%

3.9%

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6% 7%

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria

Hampton Roads

Richmond

Lynchburg

Virginia

Roanoke

Blacksburg-Christiansburg

Charlottesville

Harrisonburg

Staunton

Winchester

Unemployment Rate

Virginia and Metropolitan Areas

December 2020

24



3.9%

4.3%

5.5%

6.1%

6.3%

8.7%

8.8%

13.7%

14.7%

15.9%

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18%

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria

Charlottesville

Harrisonburg

Blacksburg-Christiansburg

Roanoke

Virginia

Richmond

Virginia Beach-Norfolk-Newport News

Winchester

Lynchburg

Percentage Change in Taxable Sales

Virginia and Metropolitan Areas

December 2019 and December 2020

Source: Virginia Department of Taxation. Virginia portion of each metropolitan area.

25



7.6%

5.8% 5.6%

10.1%

9.6%

10.4%

7.7%

10.1%

3.8%

6.2%

8.4%

6.5%
6.0%

11.0%
10.6%

11.3%

8.7%

11.0%

4.5%

7.0%

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

Blacksburg

Christiansburg

Charlottesville Harrisonburg Lynchburg Richmond Roanoke Staunton Hampton

 Roads

Washington

Arlington

Alexandria

Winchester

Average Monthly SNAP Participation Rate

Virginia Metropolitan Areas

December 2019 and December 2020

December 2019 December 2020
Sources: 2005-2019 Population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau and SNAP participation and benefits data from the Virginia Department of Social Services. 2020

participation rates estimated using 2019 population estimates.

26



The Kids Are Not 
All Right:
Youth Mental 
Health In
Virginia



Sources: U.S. Census Bureau Household Pulse Survey and Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy. Responses indicated symptoms of either anxiety or depression. During 

January-June 2019, 11.0% of adults aged 18 and over had symptoms of anxiety disorder or depressive disorder. Phase I data collection occurred April 23 and July 21, 2020. Phase 

II data collection occurred between August 19 and October 26, 2020. Phase III data collection began October 28, 2020. 
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau Household Pulse Survey and Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy. Responses indicated symptoms of either anxiety or depression. Phase I 

responses started week of April 23, 2020. Phase II responses started week of August 31, 2020. Phase III responses started week of January 18, 2021.
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau Household Pulse Survey and Dragas Center for Economic Analysis and Policy. Responses indicated symptoms of either anxiety or depression. Phase I 

data collection occurred April 23 and July 21, 2020. Phase II data collection occurred between August 19 and October 26, 2020. Phase III data collection began October 28, 2020. 
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Number of Suicides Among Individuals Ages 10-19
Health Regions
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VIRGINIA’S OPIOID
EPIDEMIC CONTINUES

35



Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Drug Overdose Deaths,” www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/statedeaths.html
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Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Drug Overdose Deaths,” www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/statedeaths.html and the Kaiser Family Foundation, www.kff.org/other/state-

indicator/opioid-overdose-death-rates
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Source: Fatal Drug Overdose Quarterly Report: 3rd Quarter 2020, Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, Virginia Department of Health. 2021. *Data for 2020 is the predicted total for the entire year. 
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OPIOIDS AND “Deaths of Despair”
• Deaths of Despair Hypothesis (Case & Deaton) -People without 

jobs attempt to soothe their disappointing circumstance by using 
opioids.

• When one looks more closely at the data, the evidence often 
conflicts with the “deaths of despair” explanation. In Virginia, the 
unemployment rate fell from 7.4% in January 2010 to only 2.7% in 
January 2020, but opioid death rates rose anyway.  This is the 
opposite of what the “deaths of despair” hypothesis predicts. 

• Blake/Cebula/Koch Findings: Economic distress is only one of a 
half-dozen or more factors that have an impact on opioid death 
rates.

Sources: Blake B, Cebula RJ, Koch JV (2021) The Drug Overdose Epidemic Seen through Different Lenses. Health Sci J. 15 No. 1: 781 https://www.hsj.gr/medicine/the-drug-overdose-epidemic-

seenthrough-different-lenses.pdf ; Blake-Gonzalez, Barbara, Cebula, Richard and Koch, James, (2021), Drug-overdose death rates: the economic misery explanation and its alternatives, Applied 

Economics, 53, issue 6, p. 730-741. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00036846.2020.1813248?journalCode=raec20
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 If you would like to receive economic updates from the Dragas Center for 
Economic Analysis and Policy and to have immediate access to our reports, 
please email us or visit www.ceapodu.com

 You may also text CEAPODU to 66866 to join our email list.

 Follow DragasCenterODU on Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter for up-to-date 
information to help you understand new economic developments.

 You’ll receive up-to-date economic information the same day it is released 
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Bureau of Economic Analysis and other 
major data providers, and we will put it in context so that you can better 
understand the numbers.
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