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Introduction 
Lincoln Memorial University’s DeBusk Veterinary Training Center (DVTC) is located in Lee County, Virginia just 

two miles south of the Kentucky state-line and two miles north of Tennessee. The facility opened four years ago 

providing students from around the region with an incredible opportunity to practice in veterinary medicine. 

This report provides existing conditions and emerging trends of the county for four core socio-economic 

characteristics as they compare to the surrounding region and Virginia. This overview of the county and 

surrounding regions may provide essential background information to better understand the current conditions 

in and around Lee County, Va. This report will cover the following areas: 

(I) Demographics 
(II) Economy 
(III) Education 
(IV) Health 
 
The report suggests stabilization of the measured performance trends across each of these four core areas. The 

County’s wealth of environmental, cultural, and other resources may propel this rural economy forward by 

attracting investments, increasing tourism, and improving its resident’s prosperity. This information was 

collected and analyzed by Ross Hammes will serve as auxiliary information for a report by Dr. Scott Tate of the 

Office of Economic Development. 

I. Demographics 
Population 
Lee County’s population is at a similar place today as it was two decades ago. In the past decade, the County has 
declined in population, but it is difficult to assume how much the population declined as the population spike 
from 2001 to 2005 is attributable to Virginia’s only federal penitentiary opening, which houses around 1,500 
male inmates. Excluding this group, the county most likely did not see an as much of a population increase as 
the figure below suggests. Nonetheless, Lee County saw a decrease in population around the turn of the decade 
as jobs continued to diminish following the recession. This section will detail this change as it relates to 
population, race, and gender.  
 

Figure 1.1 Lee County Population 

 
Source: US Census Bureau  
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Historically, Lee’s population has been static. Established in 1783 from Russell County, Lee was named after 
Light Horse Harry Lee, the then Governor of Virginia and the son of the Confederate Army General, Robert E. 
Lee. The county has three incorporated towns which include Jonesville, St. Charles, and Pennington Gap, in the 
order in which they were established. It was not until the influence of regional and national rail that this small 
county would transform into the economy it is today. An economy that was influenced by the agricultural and 
mining industries. New Deal legislation and the resolution of the Second World War may be credited for Lee’s 
reinvigorated population, growing by 19,000 people from 1900 until the close of the 1940’s. The County grew 
from about 20,000 people in 1900 to 39,000 by that time period. However, this mark in history was the last 
major population boom for the County that has been declining in population since and now reaches numbers 
closer to what it saw a century ago. 
 
Aside from that major population boom, 1980 marked the last minor population rise within the County from 
20,300 to almost 26,000. Since then population in Lee and the entire region has stayed stagnate. Since 1990, 
Lee’s population growth has reduced by over 10%, which is less than the County’s historic high decline that 
occurred from 1950 to 1980. This recent stagnation, however, is not representative of Lee’s current population 
that is both capable and hardworking. In the past two decades, the County has worked to attract a new wave of 
young professionals through growth of specific economic sectors such as e-jobs (IT), healthcare, and 
professional services. While the population has remained static for the past two decades, the County is hoping 
for a second resurgence.  
 

Figure 1.2 Lee County Labor Shed 

 
Source: EMSI 
 
Understanding where talent in the region works compared to where they live can help optimize decision 
making. The estimated labor shed includes the immediate counties surrounding Lee based on the mean travel 
time to work of 25 minutes and driving at 50 miles per hour. This means that the average commuter drives 
approximately 25 miles to work. This number was used to select the bordering counties within 25 miles from the 
exterior parameter communities in the county. Half of residents drive this distance to work and one-quarter of 
the population drives for 30 minutes to an hour to their place of employment. Of the employees living within 
Lee County, 47% of resident workers are coming from their home in Jonesville, 32% from Pennington Gap, 6% 
from Rose Hill, 6% from Ewing, and the remaining 9% are scattered throughout the county. Lastly, according to 
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OnTheMap, 15% are employed in Lee but live outside, while more than half of workers live in Lee but are 
employed outside of the County. The remaining 30% live and work within Lee County.  
 

Population by Age 
Historically, Lee was a hub for young professionals in search of factory, mining, farming, and rail-related 
employment, in both the pre-war and post-war economy. Employment in both industries provide paid wages 
that could support families. However, as employment opportunities in Lee decreased young professionals and 
new families began to look outside of the County for employment opportunities that better suited their needs. 
As a result, median age in Lee has risen over the past three decades and is projected to keep rising.  
 
During the 2007 recession, adults between 35-44 and their children left the County in the highest numbers, 
showing that families migrated out of the County as the number of households within Lee decreased during this 
period. There has been a considerable increase in the senior citizen population in Lee, which has inflated the 
median age to 44 years old. However, the County hopes that new and expanding businesses will offer young 
professionals the same meaningful employment the County once did during its industrial period. Increasing 
employment in its largest industry sectors and emerging opportunities could provide economic growth by 
providing attractive jobs to a younger demographic. Further investment and growth in these industries, amongst 
others, could attract a younger population and retain young professionals graduating from nearby colleges and 
universities in this remote region. 
 
 

Figure 1.3 Lee County Population Change by Age 

 
Source: EMSI 
 

Population by Race & Gender 
Historically, Lee has been home to caucasian residents with about 93% of today’s population being white. It is 
difficult to estimate the true diversity of Lee County as it has such a minuscule population with the federal 
prison housing 7% of Lee County’s population with ethnicities unknown. This skews any true estimates, but it 
may be safe to assume that at least nine out of every ten people are white. 
 
Similar to race, the true gender estimates may differ slightly from what the numbers project with current 
estimates suggesting that around 52% of the population being male and 48% female. However, the gap is 
smaller with the true population most likely being closer to an even split if male inmate population is excluded. 
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Conclusion 
From a distance, it seems as if Lee’s population has remained stagnant over the past four decades when 
considering population growth. As mentioned before, the County’s population has stayed within six percent of 
its population in 1990. At face value, this does not bode well for Lee County when considering the challenges 
that an aging population brings. It becomes clear that Lee’s growth is limited and new opportunities must be 
presented to ensure its recovery. For instance, Lee has over 18% in its 20-34 “millennial” age cohort, both a vital 
and productive segment of any local population.  
 
While Lee’s total population is forecast to decrease by less than three percent over the next five years, the 
County is hoping to keep changing for the better- becoming more diverse in terms of both race and age. Lee’s 
continued investment in education and medicine, and its natural setting as an outdoor recreation haven in 
Virginia, along with its cultural heritage, will continue to attract both young and old to the County. While Lee’s 
history points towards stagnate population decline as seen in many rural communities, it seems as if the County 
may be well on its way towards both a healthy and sustainable future for its current residents.  
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II. Economy 
Overall 
Lee’s economy has always relied on factory type jobs. Over recent years, heavy industry sectors have plateaued, 
offering fewer employment opportunities than ever before. This section will analyze recent economic trends as 
they relate to Lee’s largest sectors: Manufacturing, Healthcare, Construction, and Retail.  
 

Figure 2.1 Lee’s Largest Sectors in terms of Employment (2000- 2018) 
 

 
       Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 
Lee’s economy has experienced a tremendous level of reorganization in the past two decades. Once a strong 
manufacturing, agricultural, and mining community, Lee has shifted its economic priorities toward that of 
information, service, and healthcare. While many of the trends in Lee are more indicative of national trends, 
there are also some patterns unique to this area.  
 
Lee was once one of the largest manufacturing communities in the region, due to its location at the convergence 
of several local and regional rail lines. In the past 40 years, however, offshoring, outsourcing, rising labor costs, 
and increasing regulations imposed on manufacturers have shifted jobs overseas, reducing employment in this 
sector.  
 
Lee’s economy is changing and declining, but evidence suggests that some change may be for the good. Growth 
in high paying industries could raise revenues and attract the young professional dynamic the County is seeking 
to join its current 1,530 companies and businesses. As of last year, according to the U.S. Census, median 
household income has remained just over $31,000 over the past decade which coincides with EMSI data 
estimating that the weighted average median hourly wages for each worker is around $15.36. The median 
family income has risen from $41,000 to $45,000 over that same time period. 21% live below the poverty line in 
Lee County. Lastly, table 2.1 below shows the top 50 employers in Lee County as of 2018 where many of these 
workers are employed. 
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Table 2.1 Lee’s Largest Employers (2018) 

 

Rank Employer  Rank Employer 

1  Lee County School Board   26  American Plus  

2  US Department of Justice   27  Tru Check Inc.  

3  Wal-Mart   28  Grabeel S. IGA  

4  County of Lee   29  Hardee's  

5  Lee Nursing & Rehabilitation   30  Harvest Free Will Baptist Church 

6  RNSE Enterprises Inc.   31  Lee Oil Company Inc.  

7  Glass Machinery and Excavation   32  Charter Foods Inc.  

8  Saint Charles Community Health   33  Lee County PSA  

9  Food City   34  Cornerstone Therapy Services  

10  VDOT   35  Diversified Therapy Corp  

11  De Royal Industries   36  Virginia Department of Conservation  

12  Mount Empire Older Citizens   37  White Rock Truss LLC  

13  Lee County Welfare Department   38  Barnette Enterprises Inc.  

14  Lee Bank & Trust Company   39  Old Virginia Hand Hewn Log Homes 

15  Elk Knob   40  Jessee Stone Company  

16  Powell Valley National Bank   41  Subway  

17  Farmer's & Miner's Bank   42  Huddle House  

18  Dolgencorp LLC   43  IGA 

19  Chestnut Grove Home for Adults   44  Davis Brothers' Nursery  

20  Mountain Region Personal Care   45  Cumberland Collision Center  

21  Town of Pennington Gap   46  Pizza King  

22  Estes Brothers Construction   47  Save A Lot Food Stores  

23  Postal Service   48  The Patio Drive In  

24  Frontier Health   49  Town of Jonesville  

25  Riggs Oil Company Black Diamond   50  Bresee Trucking Company 
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, QCEW 
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Key Industries  

Healthcare 
 

Figure 2.2 Healthcare Sector Change (2001-2018) 

 

 

 
Region 2001 Jobs 2018 Jobs Change % Change 

● Lee County 716 679 -37 -5.2% 

● LENOWISCO 3,945 4,310 365 9.3% 

● Virginia 12,957 16,220 3,263 25.2% 

         
Source: EMSI  
   

Lee’s healthcare industry was growing until the closure of the Lee County Medical Center in 2013 which 
accounted for one-fifth of the total workers in this industry. There are 700 jobs across 200 locations which 
include nursing and rehabilitation centers, counseling centers, and clinics. Figure 2.2 compares decline in 
employment for the healthcare industry to the regional and state trends. While this sector has leveled off over 
the previous years, new employment could be on the horizon with the purchase of the Lee County Regional 
Medical Center by the private corporation, Americore Health, however, the opening of this center is pending 
due to financial setbacks.  
 
Although little is known about the future fate of the hospital, the current trends in the healthcare industry are 
clear. Although a majority of the workers in this industry are aides and assistants that do not require a degree 
and pay around $10 an hour, healthcare has proven itself to be a steady source for employment and creates a 
demand for educational programs and certifications. Lee’s steady decline as a health care center for the 
Southwestern region of Virginia has led to a need for a new regional medical facility to not only improve the 
healthcare access for residents but also to provide more jobs that provide benefits.  
 
Despite widespread uncertainty regarding legislative healthcare reform, the hospital and healthcare industry is 
expected to have continued growth. IBISWorld, projects steady growth—due to the growing healthcare needs of 
the baby-boomer generation, the primary age group in the County. While population projections for Lee and the 
Southwestern region of the state do not forecast growth that other parts of the state are predicted to see in the 
coming decades, mild growth and an aging population should ensure the expansion of the healthcare industry 
once the deals with the new facility operators are finalized. 
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Retail 
Figure 2.3 Retail Sector Change (2001-2018) 

 

 

 
Region 2001 Jobs 2018 Jobs Change % Change 

● Lee County 666 735 69 10.4% 

● LENOWISCO 4,263 3,987 -276 -6.5% 

● Virginia 19,618 18,844 -774 -3.9% 

 
          Source: EMSI 

 
Retail is a large part of any local economy and Lee is no exception. This industry has gained 10% of employment 
(70 workers) at its 65 establishments since 2001, according to Virginia LMI. Which doubled over that time period 
from 27 establishments to the current 65. These establishment include gas stations, grocery stores and the 
county’s largest private employer, Walmart. Figure 2.3 shows this steady trickle of employment over the past 18 
years as compared to the LENOWISCO Planning District Area and State of Virginia. Both the figure and recent 
QCEW data shows that the market could adjust to this new equilibrium and remain at 750 employees to make 
this low paying sectors the most secure moving forward. 
 
While this could be due to Lee’s stagnating population numbers, there is evidence that a larger trend is at play. 
Nationally, the retail trade has lost its footing to online retailers in that this form of retail often means little to no 
overhead and lower labor costs. This can be seen through the decline of large retailers and malls. This 
downward trend is echoed by IBISWorld, which forecasts a continued decline for consumer retails stores in rural 
areas which have an online counterpart.  
 
While there has been employment and wage growth in this sector relative to other sectors since the turn of the 
century, it is unlikely that this industry will propel the region forward to where it needs to go as it faces from 
threats from external challenges. Fortunately for Lee, there may be several expanding industries—many of 
which pay more than retail occupations. This could mean more employment in IT, healthcare, transportation, 
construction, and manufacturing, all of which are more likely to provide basic healthcare coverage and other 
benefits, unlike many low paying retail positions such as cashiers or customer service representatives. 
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Manufacturing   
Figure 2.4 Manufacturing Sector Change (2001-2018) 

 

 

 
Region 2001 Jobs 2018 Jobs Change % Change 

● Lee County 621 98 -523 -84.2% 

● LENOWISCO 1,762 1,293 -469 -26.6% 

● Virginia 35,786 25,240 -10,546 -29.5% 

 
        Source: EMSI 
 

Lee’s manufacturing sector once made up the core of its economy. Historically, this industry accounted for over 
one-third of the local economy in terms of employment. In the past 17 years, however, Lee’s manufacturing 
industry has been reduced by 84% in terms of employment to less than 100 jobs at only 10 establishments. 
These include employers such as the American Concrete Group, Powell Valley Printing, and Pullin Ink. This large 
loss is due in part to trade agreements and new foreign markets emerging, and some regional and national 
trends that have pushed Lee’s market toward other sectors of employment. On the brightside, many of the 
workers in this field that have lost their jobs over the past two decades are skilled machine operators, 
assemblers, fabricators, and welders, giving Lee a wealthy stock of talent supply in this area as new industry 
trends in the factory setting may emerge in this rural County. 
 
Figure 2.4 illustrates the total change in employment in the manufacturing sector at the County level as it 
compares to the regional and state trends. According to Virginia Market Labor information, the industry has 
reduced by one-fifth of its former glory. Furthermore, there has not been growth elsewhere in this industry, 
since it has declined nationwide, albeit to different extents and for varying reasons.  
 
This loss of manufacturing jobs is concerning to smaller communities such as Lee because these positions have 
been the highest paying employment opportunities for those lacking higher education or professional degrees. 
Additionally, the loss of manufacturing jobs can lead to the outmigration of families unable to find comparable 
employment. In Lee this has been the case as employment in this sector has experienced continued reductions 
with little evidence to show that these jobs are trickling out of the County and remaining in the surrounding 
region. However, there has been recent news of a new furniture manufacturing plant called England Furniture, 
which will open soon and expected to bring around 80 new jobs, doubling Lee County’s employment in this 
sector over a short period of time. 
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IBISWorld has forecasted the continuing decline of American manufacturing, noting that labor costs, aging 
infrastructure and machinery, and the relative strength of the dollar will work against efforts to return 
manufacturing jobs to the United States. Rather, trends show a shift toward more trade, service, and 
information-based economies. 
 

Construction  
 

Figure 2.5 Construction Sector Change (2001-2018) 

 

 

 
Region 2001 Jobs 2018 Jobs Change % Change 

● Lee County 602 354 -248 -41.2% 

● LENOWISCO 1,678 1,044 -634 -37.8% 

● Virginia 8,412 5,759 -2,653 -31.5% 

 
        Source: Virginia Labor Market Information 

 

Lee’s construction industry accounts for 7% of the County’s economy in terms of employment. This industry’s 
growth over the past decade has been stifled by the recessionary implications of the housing market crisis of 
late 2007. As depicted in figure 2.5, employment in this sector was reduced by 41% or 250 workers from 2001 to 
2018. The number of establishments has grown from 15 to 26 and includes employers such as Glass Inc. 
(excavators), Elk Knob Inc., Estes Brothers Construction, and Old Virginia Hand Hewn Log Homes Inc. 
 
IBISWorld forecasts growth for the overall sector, especially in the commercial and consumer contracting 
subsectors. While this may be truer in urban areas seeing more investment and development, Lee County and 
its neighboring counties and cities could be an exception of the sort. Economic recovery and continued 
commercial and residential growth and statewide infrastructure investment will benefit this sector.  
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Labor Force 
 

Figure 2.6 Labor Force Participation Rate & Employment Percentage in Lee County (2009-2016) 

 
      Source: US Decennial Census, US Census Bureau 2009-2016  

 
Unemployment rate has risen over the past decade from 7% to 12%, a rate that does not compare well to the 
state increase from 5% to 6% over that same time period. As seen in figure 2.6, employment dropped from 48% 
to 40% during that time period, a trend that has been continuing for the past few decades. Labor force 
participation rate also decreased from 52% to 45%, meaning that fewer residents are available for work in the 
county which may be due to the aging and retiring population. According to EMSI, the retirement risk for Lee 
County is high. The national average for an area this size is 6,780 people while Lee has 8,420 people 55 years or 
older or about a third of its totals population. 
 
The declining industry trends in Lee combined with its aging workforce will likely result in higher unemployment 
and lower workforce participation, especially when compared to the region or state. More recently, 
unemployment within Lee has been adversely affected by external factors such as nationwide recessions and 
shift in societal trends. In addition, Lee’s economy unemployment by industry sector is not distributed like the 
national average. For instance, as seen in figure 2.7, a majority of the unemployment is in industries like retail, 
healthcare, and mining, while the national trends expect more employment in industries such as manufacturing, 
services, and agriculture. 
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Figure 2.7 Unemployment Percentage by Industry Sector 

 
      Source: EMSI 

 

Entrepreneurship 
There are 42 businesses that have opened in the past 2 years according to DatabaseUSA’s Business 
establishment data. The establishments range in size from 1 or 2 employees to 90 employees at one of the local 
grocery stores equating to about 400 new jobs. Figure 2.8 shows the business size based on the industry type for 
establishments that have opened since January of 2016. All of these businesses are classified within the service 
sector. Below this table is the number of startup firms that have opened in Lee County over the last 2.5 years. 
Startups are defined by the Virginia Employment Commission as not being a prior establishment with 
employment insurance account, privately owned, and having less than 250 employees. 

 
Table 2.2 New Businesses in Lee County with Number of Jobs Created (Jan. 2016-present) 

 

General Description Estimate 

Supermarkets 90 

Golf Courses & Country Clubs 40 

Transportation Services 40 

Pharmacies 30 
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Law Offices 30 

Insurance Agencies 30 

Social Advocacy Organizations 30 

Convenience Stores/Gas Stations 20 

Florists 20 

Crop Production 15 

Automotive Parts Stores & Tire Dealers 15 

Multifamily Housing Construction 10 

Tax Preparation Services 10 

Electronics Stores 7 

Home Health Care Services 7 

Consumer Lending Services 6 

Farm Supply Wholesalers 5 

Physician Offices 5 

HVAC Contractors 5 

Truck, Utility Trailer, and RV Rentals 5 

Crude Petroleum Extraction 4 

Speech Therapy Offices 4 

Radio Stations 4 

Nail Salons 3 

Water Supply Systems 3 
      Source: EMSI 

 
Table 2.3 Startup Firms by Quarter (April 2015- present) 

 

Quarter Year 
Lee County 
Startup Firms 

VA Startups (in 
thousands) 

2nd 2015 10 3.7 

3rd 2015 6 3.4 

4th 2015 10 3.0 

1st 2016 6 3.8 

2nd 2016 13 4.3 

3rd 2016 4 3.4 

4th 2016 13 3.4 

1st 2017 6 3.8 

2nd 2017 15 4.0 

3rd 2017 9 2.7 

4th 2017 4 3.1 

1st 2018 4 4.0 

2nd 2018 6 4.1 
      Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census 
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Conclusion 
Similar to Lee’s population, the local economy is changing rather than growing. In the past three decades, the 
County’s economy has seen large losses in terms of employment and establishments in two of its largest 
industries, manufacturing and healthcare. In 1990, over one third of the County’s economy was employed in one 
of these two sectors, but national downturn within the sectors has reduced their stake in the County’s economy. 
Additionally, the recessionary period of 2007 to 2011 had an adverse effect on some of Lee’s sectors, such as 
construction, mining, and agriculture, reduced in terms of employment during this period. The combined weight 
of these overall downturns has reshaped Lee’s economy as it is in a phase of deep, structural transition. Lee’s 
economy is growing slowly as it has in the past when considering new jobs created. Lee is rebuilding its 
economic foundation and evidence shows that this process is still in its early stages. Growth in the County’s 
targeted industries and low unemployment are all provisions to Lee’s current and future economic health and it 
is possible that the County can reach its economic goals over the next decade. 
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III. Education 
Educational Attainment 
Overall educational attainment for Lee is lower than the state of Virginia for all segments. High school 
graduation (measured as a percentage of total population) is much lower than the state’s rate. Educational 
attainment for higher levels of education (i.e. bachelor’s degree or higher) is also low in Lee, with a rate lower 
than 12%, when compared to the state average of 37%. Nonetheless, Lee County has improved over the past 7 
years in terms of educational attainment rates for both high school and bachelor’s degree or higher which 
compares to other counties in the region.  
 
The following factors likely resulted in the lower levels of educational attainment for the County: (1) lower 
enrollment levels for ages 18 to 24 years old; (2) higher unemployment; (3) majority of children living in poverty; 
(4) a high percentage of children in single parent households; and (5) majority of parents did not receive a higher 
education. 
 

Figure 3.1 Comparative Educational Attainment, as a Percentage of Total Population  
Lee County vs. Virginia (2018) 

 

 
 Source: EMSI 

 
Figure 3.1 shows that the level of educational attainment for Lee County in 2017 is lower than that for the state 
of Virginia. The percentage of high school completion for total population is more similar between Lee County 
and the state as opposed to percentage completion for higher levels of education like a bachelor’s degree (or 
higher) which is much lower, with the state average being higher.  
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Figure 3.2 Educational Attainment Population 18 to 24 years old in Lee County and Virginia (2016) 

 

   Source: US Bureau of Census 

 
Figure 3.2 focuses on the younger working age group of 18 to 24 years old. Only 6% of this population segment 
have finished a bachelor’s degree or some form of college/associate degree by the time they are 25. This 
compares unfavorably with the state average, where twice as many of the same age group has college 
education. This is concerning as many studies suggest that adults after this age are unlikely to go back to school 
and earn a higher education. 
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Figure 3.3 Educational Attainment, Population 25 years and older in Lee County and Virginia (2016) 

 

        Source: US Bureau of Census 

Figure 3.3 focuses on the population segment aged 25 years and over. Here, the same pattern of lower 
educational attainment in the County exists. When adding up the attainment for the higher levels, around 11% 
of this working age group has a college education or higher in Lee County. For the state of Virginia, this is a much 
higher sum of 37%. When comparing educational attainment at various levels between the County and the 
Virginia average, the differences are remarkably higher for higher educational attainment levels. This is likely 
due to job opportunities requiring more technical skills than degrees. Being that this is a larger age cohort, it is 
no surprise that there are more with a bachelor’s degree or higher as compared to those under the age of 25.  
 

Educational Services  
 

Table 3.1 Four-year Institutions less than 100 minutes from DBVTC in 2017 
 

Institution Minutes 
from 
DVTC 

Associate's Bachelor's Master's Doctor's 
Total 

Completions 

Lincoln Memorial 
University 

15 15% 21% 42% 23% 1,112 

U.Va- WIse 80 0% 100% 0% 0% 286 

University of 
Tennessee 

90 0% 68% 22% 8% 7,103 

East Tennessee 
State University 

100 0% 69% 21% 9% 3,444 

South College 100 29% 17% 19% 25% 598 
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Table 3.1 summarizes the largest educational institutions in Lee County and their number of graduates for 2017. 
This is based on data from EMSI. Where Lincoln Memorial University is only 15 minutes away from its location in 
Ewing of Lee County, many other institutions are more than an hour away. These institutions may serve as 
feeder institutions for students from these institutions seeking a higher degree, in veterinary medicine after 
earning degrees in fields translatable to medical fields such as life sciences. Similar to opportunities for post-
baccalaureate degrees, community colleges can be feeder institutions for students entering fields pertaining to 
life sciences after earning certificates or an associate’s degree. Table 3.2 showcases the two closest community 
colleges with their most recent total completions with the breakdown of completion type similar to what is 
shown in table 3.1 above. In addition, each intuition shows the estimated driving time in minutes from the 
DeBusk Veterinary Training Center. 
 

Table 3.2 Community Colleges less than 60 minutes from DBVTC in 2017 
 

Institution 

Minutes 
from 
DVTC Certifications 

Associate’s. 
Degree 

Total 
Completions 

Walters State 
Community 
College 30 57% 43% 1,306 

Mountain Empire 
Community 
College 60 57% 43% 683 

 
 

Public School Quality 
The over-all quality of public schools for Lee County has been improving over the past few years at its two high 
schools, two middle schools, and six elementary schools.  However, it still fares, versus the state average in 
areas such as proficiency assessments and college & career readiness. 
 

Table 3.3 Comparative Proficiency Assessments, Virginia vs. Lee County (School Year 2015 to 2018) 

 Lee  Virginia 

 2015-'16 2016-'17 2017-'18 2015-'16 2016-'17 2017-'18 

Assessment  

  Reading Proficiency 78% 78% 79%  80% 80% 79% 

  Math Proficiency 81% 80% 79% 80% 79% 78% 

  Science Proficiency 81% 82% 81% 83% 82% 81% 

  Social Studies Prof. 82% 84% 83% 86% 86% 84% 

  Writing Proficiency 62% 75% 72% 77% 79% 79% 
        Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles 

 
Table 3.3 shows that the academic proficiency levels of Lee County’s public schools are lower than the average 
proficiency levels for Virginia. The County public school system showed improvements in reading and writing 
proficiency.  However, this was offset by worsening proficiency levels for math, while proficiency in science and 
social studies has remained the same. 
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Conclusion 
Lee County has achieved improvements in both its levels of educational attainment and high school graduation 
rates. However, its overall educational performance still needs a lot of improvement, as it does not compare to 
other counties in Virginia. One of the County’s weakness is the low percentage of its population that has a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, where data suggests that three times more people earn a four-year college degree 
or higher. This has had a big impact on the employability of the County’s workforce and the ability to further 
attract investments into the area. 
 
In the short term, the County should continue to pursue any workforce training program for residents who have 
lower educational attainment levels. This may be in coordination with major employers, workforce development 
boards, and economic development authorities. In the medium term, the County needs to work towards 
increasing the level of its population who are high school and college graduates to attract new employers that 
require these levels of education. To do so, it needs to address socio-economic factors like poverty, income 
inequality, and factors pertaining to health which will be addressed below. Beyond high school, the County can 
also continue to look at opportunities of partnering with its major colleges like Lincoln Memorial University, to 
address the usual constraints on education such as affordability, time, and a lower skills set. 
 

IV. Health 
Overall 
The quality of health in Lee County is low, when compared to other counties in Virginia. In 2018, Lee is ranked in 
the 4th (or last) quadrant among all other counties in Virginia, for both health outcomes and health factors. This 
ranking, however, has improved by six places over the past seven years.   
 
A composite of indicators measured the overall quality of health in Lee. These are broken down into (1) health 
outcomes and (2) health factors. These measures are based on factors used by the Health Rankings and 
Roadmaps website, which is a federal county-level health-initiative program undertaken by the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation.  
 

Table 4.1 Health Indicators & Ranking for Lee County, 2018 (in comparison with other VA counties) 
 

  

Rank (out of 133 
VA Counties) 

Health Outcomes 119 

Length of Life 117 

Quality of Life 114 

Health Factors 131 

Health Behaviors 129 

Clinical Care 132 

Social & Economic Factors 128 

Physical Environment 132 
            Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Table 4.1 shows the health indicators and corresponding ranking of Lee County (among the counties in Virginia) 
under each major heading. The County rank decreased in terms of its access to health boosting opportunities 
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and access to health care facilities (due to the loss of a major health care providers such as the Lee County 
Medical Center in 2013).   
 
In continuing its positive trend performance for health indicators, the County needs to address many health-
related concerns from its access to behavioral health facilities to clinics to the lack of healthy food options in this 
rural area as many rural areas like this are deemed as “food deserts” due to the low quantity of quality, nutrient-
rich food options. This may help combat issues such as higher obesity rates and may help prevent heart disease 
which is high in this region. In addition, drugs and alcohol are a large concern with Lee County ranking lowest in 
terms of drug and alcohol related crimes and disease. Lastly, Lee scores low in terms of access to health care 
which may soon change with the recent purchase of the previous, sole medical center in the immediate area.  

 

Health Outcomes 
 

Figure 4.1 Lee County Health Outcomes Ranking Virginia Health Rankings (out of 133) 

 
    Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Figure 4.1 shows that over the past seven years, the rank of Lee County in the Virginia Health Rankings has 
improved by 6 levels, from 125 to 119. However, Lee County’s current ranking of 119 (out of 133) for “Health 
Outcomes” category still places it in the bottom quadrant, among the state’s counties. The health outcome 
rating measures both: (1) length of life (accounting for 50% of the rating) and (2) quality of life (50%).   
 

Length of Life 
For 2018, Lee County ranks 117 (out of 133 counties in Virginia) in terms of length of life. This number even 
compares to the mortality rate of some developing countries, just to give an example of how poorly this area 
scores on this mark.  
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Quality of Life  
 

Table 4.2 Quality of Life Indicators Lee County versus Virginia & Top 10% US Performers (2018) 
 

Health Indicators 
Lee 

County  

Rank (out of 
133 

counties) 
Virginia 

Top 10% US 
Performers 

Quality of Life  114   

Poor or fair 
health 

20%  16% 12% 

Poor physical 
health days 

4.2  3.2 3.0 

Poor mental 
health days 

4.1  3.2 3.1 

Low birthweight 10%  8% 6% 

           Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
 
Table 4.2 shows that Lee ranks 114 (out of 133 counties in Virginia) in terms of quality of life. This was an 
improvement of fourteen places, from a rank of 128 in 2011. However, the County still compares unfavorably 
with the state average, across all indicators. Quality of life is measured in terms of (1) poor or fair health; (2) 
poor physical health days; (3) poor mental health days; and (4) low birthweight.   
 

 Poor or fair health. In 2018, the percentage of adults reporting fair or poor health (age-adjusted) for Lee 
County is 20%. This is 4% higher (worse) than the Virginia average and 8% worse than the rate for the Top 
US performers. This percentage has remained stagnate since the study period began.  

 Poor physical health days. In 2018, the average number of physically unhealthy days reported in the past 30 
days for Lee County is 4 days. This is higher than the state and the Top US performers’ average of 3 days. 
This number has remained stagnate since the study period began. 

 Poor mental health days. In 2018, Lee County reported 4 mentally unhealthy days in the past 30 days, 
versus 3 days for Virginia and the upper 10% of counties in the U.S. This number has remained stagnate 
since the study period began. 

 Low birthweight. In 2018, a higher percentage of live births in the County had low birthweight, compared to 

the state and to the top US performers. 10% of the live births in Lee County had a low birthweight, versus 

only 8% in Virginia and 6% for the Top US performers. This percentage has remained stagnate since the 

study period began. 

  

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/2/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/2/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/36/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/36/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/42/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/42/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/outcomes/37/map
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Health Factors 
 

Figure 4.2 Lee County Health Factors Ranking Virginia Health Rankings (out of 133) 
 

 
      Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

 
Figure 4.2 shows a slight decrease in the County’s ranking for health factors, from a rank of 129 in 2011 to a 
worse ranking of 131 in 2018. This places the County within the lowest ranking quadrant in the state.   
 
The following indicators were used to measure the overall rating for the County’s Health Factors: (1) health 
behaviors; (2) clinical care; (3) social & economic factors; and (4) physical environment.   
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Health Behaviors 
 

Table 4.3 Health Behavior Indicators in Lee County in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US Performers 
 

Health Behavior Indicators 
Lee 

County  

Rank (out 
of 133 

counties) 
Virginia 

Top 10% US 
Performers 

Health Behaviors  129   

Adult smoking 22%  15% 14% 

Adult obesity 32%  28% 26% 

Food environment index 8.1  8.9 8.6 

Physical inactivity 36%  22% 20% 

Access to exercise 
opportunities 

36%  83% 91% 

Excessive drinking 16%  17% 13% 

Alcohol-impaired driving 
deaths 

21%  31% 13% 

Sexually transmitted 
infections 

116.2  424.4 145.5 

Teen births 51  21 15 
Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps, 2017 

 
Table 4.3 shows the County’s ranking for Health Behaviors and its various components. The County received an 
overall ranking of 129 (out of 133 counties) for health behaviors in 2018. This ranking stayed the same as it did 
in 2011 at 129, improving to 124 in 2014, before decreasing back to 129 in 2016. This ranking included 
measurement of health behaviors such as: (1) tobacco use; (2) diet and exercise; (3) alcohol and drug use; and 
(4) sexual activities. 
 

Clinical Care 
 

Table 4.4 Clinical Care Indicators in Lee County in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US Performers (2017) 
 

Clinical Care Indicators Lee County Rank Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Clinical Care  132   

    Uninsured 13%  10% 6% 

    Primary care physicians 4,120:1  1,320:1 1,030:1 

    Dentists 4,840:1  1,490:1 1,280:1 

    Mental health providers 970:1  680:1 330:1 

    Preventable hospital stays 82  43 56 

    Diabetes monitoring 84%  87% 91% 

    Mammography screening 52%  64% 71% 

           Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 

http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/9/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/11/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/133/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/70/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/132/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/132/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/49/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/134/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/134/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/45/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/45/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/14/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/85/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/4/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/88/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/62/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/5/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/7/map
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/virginia/2017/measure/factors/50/map
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Table 4.4 shows that in 2018, Lee County had a similar ranking (out of 133 counties) for clinical care, which ranks 
as the second worst county inn Virginia for access to patient care such as the number of physicians or mental 
health providers regarding the total population.  Clinical care is measured in terms of: (1) access to care; and (2) 
quality of care. The County has a poor performance ranking for clinical care is likely due to a lower ratio of 
medical practitioners to its population. These low percentages are likely due to the absence of major medical 
facilities in the area with the next closest hospital, Lonesome Pine Hospital, being 30 minutes away in Big Stone 
Gap. 
 

Socio-Economic Factors 
Lee County has seen a drop from its ranking of 115 in 2011 to 128 today. This comes as no surprise with a higher 
poverty rate, lower educational attainment, increasing rates of unemployment, and inadequate social support 
facility access as compared to other counties in the state. This can be seen in table 4.5. While Lee’s graduation 
rate has increased, and unemployment has decreased, its poverty level and income disparities remain as some 
of the most telling factors for the County’s low performance based on the metrics provided by County Health 
Rankings & Roadmaps. One important discrepancy not accounted for in this study is that these numbers are 
based on estimates from prior census collections and most recent labor market information projections which 
do not fare well for Lee due to its loss of major employers over the last two decades, however, the margin of 
error from data availability limitations and the low total population counts in this county may not paint as dim of 
a light as this study suggests. Nonetheless, improvements are happening which is a positive based on Lee 
County’s history. 
 

Table 4.5 Socio-economic Factors in Lee County in comparison with Virginia & Top 10% US Performers (2017) 
 

Socio-economic Factors Lee County Rank Virginia 
Top 10% US 
Performers 

Socio-economic Factors  128   

  High School Graduation 76%  86% 95% 

  Some College 47%  70% 72% 

  Unemployment 6.8%  14% 12% 

  Children in Poverty 38%  14% 12% 

  Income Inequality 5  4.8 3.7 

  Children in Single Household 27%  30% 20% 

  Social Associations 6.5  11.2 22.1 
           Source:  Health Rankings & Roadmaps 
 

Conclusion 
Lee County has not improved in terms of its ranking for both Health Outcomes and Health Factors based on the 
Health and Rankings roadmap as its ranking is still in the bottom quadrant when compared to all other Virginia 
counties. Lee County may continue to work on various health programs which can help address the weaknesses 
in its health sector.  These include reform of unhealthy health behaviors such as adult smoking, adult obesity, 
physical inactivity, alcohol impaired driving, and missing out on preventive medical screening.  The County 
should also address the resident’s physical access to and psychological attitude toward, good nutritional 
awareness, by evaluating its performance in the Food Environment Index. If the County continues to institute 
significant improvements in education, poverty, income inequality, and crime, there may be corresponding 
improvements in health indicators which may lead to more prosperity overall. 


