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If you’re in Jackson Hole, you know you’re not in Aspen or Vail or Park City or wherever.  Sure there are
similarities, but each community has its own feel and vibe, and only the most obtuse among us would confuse
them.

For a data geek, the problem is that these differences are visceral and can’t be quantified.  Hence for
much of my career I’ve been on a Holy Grail type of quest to find metrics that would allow me to somehow
capture in numbers qualities which make one community distinct from another.  Thanks to some data released
over the past few months, I’m a little closer to that goal.

My sense is that Jackson Hole is a little like a high school with a whole bunch of rich kids.  Like a high
school, we’re an incredibly hormonal place, filled with passion and energy about who we are and what we do.
When this works well, it makes Jackson an incredibly stimulating place to live, because there’s always someone
on fire about something.  When it works poorly though, it feels like a high school lunch room in which a couple
of guys are about to come to blows over how one guy looked at the other’s girlfriend.  To understate the case,
neither Jackson Hole nor high school is permeated with a Zen-like detachment.

Riffing on the high school theme, I examined 2010
Census and Bureau of Economic Analysis data relating to
age and money; specifically, three types of information for
every county in America: median age; per capita total
income; and per capita investment income.  I then
compared each to the figures for the nation as a whole.

Graph 1 was my first result.  In it, the X axis shows
each county’s  median age, and the Y axis shows each
county’s per capita total income.  The gold lines show the
US figure for each metric; the black dot shows Teton
County; the pink dots show the other Rocky Mountain
resort counties (Aspen, Breackenridge, Steamboat,
Telluride, and Vail in Colorado; Park City, Utah; and Sun
Valley, Idaho); and the blue dots show every other
county.

Graph 2 is the same graph, but focusing on just
those counties in which the per capita income is over
$60,000.  This eliminated all but 31 of the 3,081 counties
in the data set, and all but four of the Rocky Mountain
resort counties: Aspen, Park City, Sun Valley, and
Jackson Hole.

What’s most striking about Graph 2 is that in only
six counties is the per capita income above $60,000 and
the median age below the US median of 37.2 years:
Teton WY; New York City; Park City; Washington DC;
Alexandria, Virginia (suburban DC); and Douglas
Colorado (suburban Denver).  All of the other super-
wealthy counties are older than the national median.
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Graphs 3 and 4 take a similar approach,
substituting per capita investment income for per capita
total income.  As Graph 4 shows, in 2010 only 37 U. S.
counties had per capita investment income of at least
$15,000; of those, only four had a median age lower than
that of the nation.

All told, in 2010 only 12 US counties had per
capita total income greater than $60,000 and per capita
investment income greater than $15,000.  Of these, in
only three was the median age lower than the nation’s:
New York City, median age 36.4 years; Park City, median
age 37.1 years; and Jackson Hole, median age 36.9
years.  In contrast, among the other super-wealthy
counties, five rank among the 30 oldest counties in the
nation.

The point is that big money usually means an
older population.  Teton County Wyoming is a striking
exception, though – younger than any other rich county,
and richer than any other young county.  Like I say, a high
school with a lot of really rich kids.

Why mention this?  Two reasons.  First, except for
rock stars, pro athletes, trust funders, and dot-commers,
few people become wealthy when they’re young.  Yet
almost uniquely among US counties, Teton County is
both very wealthy and relatively young.  I have to believe
this young-and-rich vibe contributes to Jackson Hole
feeling different than other mountain communities.

Second, wealth usually accrues to older people.
Combine that reality with the fact that, in future years,
Teton County will attract increasing numbers of tax migrants, and the forces are lined up for our population
becoming much older in a big hurry.  If it does, Jackson Hole will feel like a very different place.

A closing note.  When visiting Aspen last summer, I struck up a lengthy conversation with a fellow who
had moved to there in the 1970s.  Over the past 30+ years, he’s gone from being a waiter to a very successful
real estate agent and back again, his real estate career falling victim to the recession.  During dinner, I asked him:
“How has Aspen changed since you moved here?”  His quick and emphatic reply: “There are no more young
people in Aspen.  They all live in Glenwood Springs.”

Between 2000 and 2010, Teton County’s median age stayed low because of our huge influx of Latino
residents, whose median age of 26.2 years is over 10 years younger than that of the county’s white population.
While the number of Latinos in Jackson Hole will no doubt continue growing in the future, an equally important
key to keeping Jackson Hole’s median age low is identifying, embracing, and enhancing the qualities which make
Jackson Hole attractive to younger residents.

Some of these qualities are tangible, such as workforce housing.  Others are less so, including the kinds
of economic opportunities – from funky spaces for artists to incubators for start-ups – which attract, encourage,
and enhance a younger, hipper vibe.  While data won’t be of much help with starting this effort, they ultimately
will chronicle how successful we’ve been in performing it.
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