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Introduction 
 
This report is an update to the 2018 and 2019 report cards produced by ConnectKnox.  The 
original ConnectKnox effort was intended to track progress on the Values of a Fully Thriving 
Knoxville, drawn from the State of Greater Knoxville report from Thriving Cities as refined by 
the ConnectKnox Steering Committee Retreat in August 2017.   

The Data 

The Power Up subcommittee of ConnectKnox was tasked with identifying specific metrics for 
each of the values selected by the Steering Committee. Recognizing that no indicator can 
fully capture progress on any particular value, the committee selected the included set of 
leading indicators based on the following criteria: 

• the data must be generally accessible from reputable public sources; 
• the data must be available at the local, state and national levels; and  
• the data must be available on an annual basis for a sufficiently long period of history. 

On the following pages, we provide data for our chosen indicators of progress with each of 
these values. When possible, data are provided for Knox County, for the Knox 865 Region 
(which also includes the eight bordering counties of Anderson, Blount, Grainger, Jefferson, 
Loudon, Roane, Sevier, and Union), for the state of Tennessee, and for the U.S.  Indicators 
are categorized based on the recent trends:  green for “Sustain & Continue to Improve,” 
yellow for “Monitor & Understand,” and red for “Prioritize & Act.” 

Significant improvements have been observed in key areas of our community. These positive 
changes reflect a collective effort and dedication to fostering a healthier environment for all. 
While we celebrate this progress, it is essential that we continue to build on these gains, 
ensuring sustained growth and ongoing enhancements that will contribute to a stronger, 
more vibrant community for years to come. 

  



2 
 

Values And Indicators 
 
Value 
 

Indicator 

Beautiful Employment in the arts, entertainment, and 
recreation industry (share of total employment) 

Civically Engaged Election turnout (share of registered voters) 
 

Educated Percent of population ages 25 and above with an 
associate’s, bachelor’s, or higher degree 

Entrepreneurial/ 
Innovative 

Number of new for-profit businesses 

Equitable Gini coefficient of income inequality 
 

Forward Thinking Percent of third-graders proficient in reading 
 

Healthy Years of potential life lost before age 75 
 

Inclusive Population by major racial/ethnic group 
 

Loving/Generous Number of new non-profit businesses 
 

Prosperous Median household income 
 

Safe Rate of crimes against people (per 1,000 
population) 

Socially/Physically 
Connected 

Percent of population ages 16-19 not enrolled in 
school and not in the labor force 

Sustainable Percent of days with good air quality 
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2019 Values Assessment Overview 
Greater Knoxville was certainly thriving in some areas but had work to do in other areas.   
 

 

Sustain & Continue to Improve
Beautiful

Educated 

Entrepreneurial/Innovative

Sustainable

Inclusive

Loving/Generous

Safe

Socially/Physically Connected

Prioritize & Act
Civically Engaged  

Equitable

Forward Thinking

Healthy  

Prosperous

Monitor & Understand 
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2025 Values Assessment Update 
Greater Knoxville has improved on three indicators while losing ground on two others.   
 

  

Sustain & Continue to 
Improve
Educated  
Forward Thinking (scores are up!)
Prosperous (incomes are up!)
Entrepreneurial/Innovative

Monitor & Understand

Equitable (inequality is down!)
Inclusive
Beautiful (holding steady)
Loving/Generous
Socially/Physically Connected
Safe

Prioritize & Act

Sustainable (more bad air days!)
Healthy
Civically Engaged  
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Educated  
Indicator:  Percent of population ages 25 and above with an 
associate, bachelor’s, or higher degree 
The long-term economic advantages that come with a credential or degree make education 
beyond high school a valuable investment for individuals. An educated and trained workforce 
is critical for attracting and retaining high-quality jobs. 

US 
 
 
 

43.8% 
in 2019-2023 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

38.2% 
in 2019-2023 

865 Region 
 
 
 

40.2% 
in 2019-2023 

Knox County 
 
 
 

49.1% 
in 2019-2023 

 
Insights: 

Education is a strong predictor of improved employment opportunities and better financial 
well-being. Educational attainment continues to rise across the region. According to 2019-
2023 Census Bureau figures, 285,231 people in the 865 region — 40.2% of the population 
age 25 and over — had earned an associate, bachelor’s, or higher degree.  This gain of 13.1 
percentage points represents the addition of 137,886 people with degrees/credentials since 
2000. Knox County led the region and outperformed state and national averages.  

 
Source:  U.S. Census Bureau; 2000 Census of Population and Housing; 2007-2011, 2013-2017, and 2019-2023 
American Community Survey, 5-Year Estimates. 

  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

2000 2007-2011 2013-2017 2019-2023

%
 o

f P
op

ul
at

io
n 

25
-6

4

Percent of Population Ages 25 and Above with Degree/Credential

Knox County 865 Region Tennessee United States

Sustain & Continue to Improve 



6 
 

Forward Thinking 
Indicator:  Percent of third-graders proficient in reading  

Investments in our children will pay off for generations to come, and nothing captures these 
investments as well as reading scores among the lowest grade levels. Students are considered 
proficient readers if assessment scores are measured as “on track” or “mastered.” 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

40.8% 
in 2023-24 

865 Region 
 
 
 

42.5% 
In 2023-2024 

Knox County 
 
 
 

44.2% 
In 2023-2024 

Top Performing 
Districts 

 

Maryville 66.9% 
Oak Ridge  

Loudon 
51.6% 
48.4% 

Knox 44.2% 
Clinton 43.8% 

 
Insights: 

Third-grade reading proficiency has increased for the state, region, and Knox County over the 
past several years, following a noticeable dip around the COVID-19 pandemic. During the 
2023-24 academic year, 42.5% of the region’s third-graders were proficient (met or exceeded 
expectations) in reading according to the standards established by the state Department of 
Education. Slightly better was Knox County with a reading proficiency rate of 44.2%.  

 
Source: Tennessee Department of Education, Aggregate Accountability Files, 2017-2024. No 2017-2018 assessment 
data was reported for Lenoir City School System. For 2016-2021, proficiency represents the percentage “On Track” 
or “Mastered.” 
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Prosperous  

Indicator:  Median household income 
There are many possible measures of prosperity, but none as frequently cited is median 
household income. Viewed over time, inflation-adjusted income levels paint a very basic 
picture of the economic comfort of the region’s residents. 

US 
 
 
 

$59,176 
in 2019-2023 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

$50,556 
in 2019-2023 

865 Region 
 
 
 

$52,530 
in 2019-2023 

Knox County 
 
 
 

$53,995 
in 2019-2023 

 
Insights: 

The median income for households across the region was $52,530 in the 2019-2023 data. 
This represented a solid improvement of 15.9% over the 2008-2012 data in the wake of the 
Great Recession. Knox County reported a median household income of $53,995 in the most 
recent data, a 14.2% improvement since the 2008-2012 data. Importantly, the County, 
region, and state are slowly catching up to the nation in terms of median household income.  
Knox County’s median household income was 91.2% of the national median in 2019-2023, 
up from 89.1% in 2008-2012.  

 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table DP03, U.S. Census Bureau; U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Consumer Price Index – All Urban Consumers. 
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Entrepreneurial/Innovative 

Indicator:  Number of new domestic for-profit businesses 

An entrepreneurial community is characterized by a large and growing number of start-up 
enterprises.  

Tennessee 
 
 
 

132,223 
new businesses in 2024 

865 Region 
 
 
 

9,891 
new businesses in 2024 

Knox County 
 
 

 
6,462 

new businesses in 2024 
 
Insights:  

Business formation has entered a new and explosive era since 2019 at all levels in 
Tennessee.  Statewide, we saw 132,223 new for-profit businesses registered in 2023, of 
which 9,891 were in the 865 Region and 6,462 in Knox County alone. These annual totals 
are more than double pre-pandemic flows in 2017 through 2019.  These new businesses 
have created considerable employment and income opportunities for local residents.  Indeed, 
the continued dramatic and impressive growth in new business registrations in both Knox 
County and the 865 Region alongside a tapering off of growth at the state level are a clear 
testament to the strong entrepreneurial value of the area. 

 

Source: New Domestic Business Formations, Tennessee Secretary of State. 
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Equitable  

Indicator:  Gini coefficient of income inequality 

The Gini Coefficient is a commonly used indicator of the distribution of income within a 
region.  It ranges from 0 to 1, where 0 represents perfect equality (where everyone holds the 
same percentage of total income) and 1 represents perfect inequality (where one person holds 
all of the income). 

United States 
 
 
 

0.4815 
during 2019 to 2023 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

0.4801 
during 2019 to 2023 

865 Region 
 
 
 

0.4685 
during 2019 to 2023 

Knox County 
 
 
 

0.4856 
during 2019 to 2023 

 
Insights: 

While income inequality has grown at the national level over the past several years, the 
picture has been a bit better locally. Income inequality has fallen for Knox County, the 865 
Region, and Tennessee in the most recent data as measured by the Gini Coefficient. Knox 
County saw a decline to a value of 0.483 in the 2019-2023 data, equaling the national level. 
The 865 Region’s significant decrease, which is based on a population-weighted average of 
the specific county numbers, was driven by a large drop in population-heavy Blount County.  

 
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table B19083, U.S. Census Bureau. 
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Inclusive  

Indicator:  Population by major racial/ethnic group  

An inclusive community is a diverse community that is welcoming to all. 

United States 
 
 
 

41.6% 
minority share in 2023 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

28.0% 
minority share in 2023 

865 Region 
 
 
 

15.4% 
minority share in 2023 

Knox County 
 
 
 

20.0% 
minority share in 2023 

 
Insights: 

The population of Knox County and the 865 Region have become more diverse over the past 
23 years with the minority population share in Knox County expanding to 20% of the 
population. As the county’s population grew, the black or African American population has 
fallen slightly to 8.4% of the total. The Hispanic population grew from 1.3% in 2000 to 6.4% 
in 2023. People reporting themselves as other races and two or more races in combination 
doubled from 2.5% to 5.2%. However, the local degree of diversity lags behind statewide and 
national trends. Although higher than the region share, Knox County and the state of 
Tennessee remain less diverse than the nation. 

 

  

  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Annual County Resident Population Estimates (2010-2023), and County 
Characteristics Intercensal Population Estimates (2000-2009). 
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Beautiful  
Indicator:  Employment in the arts, entertainment, and recreation 
industry as a share of total employment 
There are many ways to measure a region’s health and progress in the arts, entertainment, 
and recreation, but total employment captures the underlying importance as well as the 
community’s investment in these areas. 

US 
 
 
 

1.96% 
in 2023 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

1.74% 
 in 2024 

865 Region 
 
 
 

2.77% 
 in 2024 

Knox County 
 
 
 

1.55% 
 in 2024 

 
Insights: 

The arts, entertainment, and recreation sector of the regional economy provided 11,929 jobs 
in 2024, a 2.77% share of all employment in privately-owned businesses. The regional share 
outpaced those at both the state and national levels. This year’s employment represented a 
slight decline relative to 2023 but is still on par with pre-pandemic levels. Knox County’s 
3,717 workers held a 1.55% share of all employment, 1.22 percentage points lower than the 
regional rate. The star among local performers continues to be Sevier County with 7,128, or 
15.2% of its workforce, employed in the sector. Sevier’s dominance in the segment was 
revealed by its 60% hold on the region’s total. 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators, accessed February 20, 2025.   
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Loving/Generous 
Indicator:  Number of new domestic non-profit businesses 

While the number of new non-profit organizations is not necessarily the strongest indicator of 
a region’s generosity or loving spirit, it takes initiative and a strong consideration of others to 
start a non-profit.   

Tennessee 
 
 
 

9,883 
new non-profits in 2024 

865 Region 
 
 
 

506 
new non-profits in 2024 

Knox County 
 
 
 

319 
new non-profits in 2024 

 
Insights: 

Since 2013 and especially since 2018, Tennessee has seen strong growth in the number of 
new non-profit businesses registered with the Secretary of State’s office. Both Knox County 
and the broader 865 Region have seen considerable growth in non-profit formation despite 
slight declines in the most recent year for the state and region. We view all three series as 
strong indicators of a consistently generous and loving people, a giving spirit that obviously 
became stronger in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
Source: New Domestic Business Formations, Tennessee Secretary of State. 
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Socially/Physically Connected 

Indicator:  Percent of population ages 16-19 not enrolled in school 
and not in the labor force  

The upper teenage years are a critical period in the lives of our youth.  It is important to 
track the share of this age group who are neither in school nor in the labor force, as being 
disconnected in this way could be a sign of lost potential. 

United States 
 
 
 

5.1% 
during the 2019-23 period 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

4.9% 
during the 2019-23 period 

865 Region 
 
 
 

4.0% 
during the 2019-23 period 

Knox County 
 
 
 

2.8% 
during the 2019-23 period 

 
Insights: 

The percentage of disconnected youth declined to 2.8% in Knox County during the 2019 to 
2023 period. This 2.2 percentage point drop since 2008-2012 indicates that Knox County’s 
youth are completing high school degrees and continuing school or entering the workforce at 
a higher rate than the region, state, and nation. Tennessee has recorded a slightly lower rate 
of disconnected youth than the national average, continuing the state’s gradual improvement 
over the survey period. The region surrounding and including Knox County has seen a slight 
increase in disconnected youth, but the rate remains below the state and nation.  

 
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table B14005, U.S. Census Bureau. 
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Safe  
Indicator:  Rate of crimes against people (per 1,000 population) 
A safe and stable community help people of all age thrive and achieve well-being. Community 
safety promotes and requires a participatory environment. 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

21.0 
in 2023 

865 Region 
 
 
 

15.12 
in 2023 

Knox County 
 
 
 

16.82 
in 2023 

 
Insights 

Incidence rates of crimes against people steadily fell across the region from 2001 to 2013, but 
in the past decade, a moderate uptick and subsequent levelling were noted, landing around 
15 crimes per 1,000 people. Crime rates have remained lower than those marked in the 
2000s. Knox County and the region have consistently reported fewer crimes than the 
statewide average. However, Knox County saw rates as much as two points higher than the 
regional average over the past ten years, peaking at 18.09 crimes per 1,000 people in 2015. 
While similarly-defined data are not available at the national level, the general downward 
trends shown here are consistent with national trends from national data sources. 

 

 

Source: Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, TIBRS Online Reports System, accessed February 21, 2025. 
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Sustainable  
Indicator:  Percent of days with good air quality 

Clean air is one of many measures of a healthy environment and sustainable economy. The 
health implications of prolonged or frequent exposure to high pollutant levels may be difficult 
to measure, but the greatest impacts are on the youngest and oldest among us. 

United States 
 
 
 

75.1% 
of days in 2024 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

71.9% 
of days in 2024 

865 Region 
 
 
 

70.4% 
of days in 2024 

Knox County 
 
 
 

55.7% 
of days in 2024 

 
Insights: 

Air quality in the 865 Region remains largely unchanged following the dramatic 
improvements during the mid-2000s. “Good” air quality days in Knox County followed a 
similar trend until a multi-year decline began in 2018. The post-pandemic data for Knox 
County show a noticeable improvement, however.  

 

 
Note: In 2011, data for 100 days in Knox was not reported. The measurement for this year was imputed. 
Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Air Quality System Data Mart. 
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Healthy  
Indicator:  Years of potential life lost before age 75 
(per 100,000 population, age-adjusted for comparability) 

Everyone who dies before a typical life expectancy of 75 years represents lost potential.  This 
indicator essentially adds up all of this lost potential and then makes adjustments to allow 
for comparisons across different populations. 

United States 
 
 
 

7,972 
YPLL in 2020 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

11,043 
YPLL in 2020 

865 Region 
 
 
 

10,918 
YPLL in 2020 

Knox County 
 
 
 

10,384 
YPLL in 2020 

 
Insights: 

The measure of premature death has risen steadily locally and for the state and nation at 
large in the most recent years. Interestingly, the sharp rise in years of potential life lost began 
two years before the COVID-19 pandemic.  More recent data are not yet available for this 
measure, although we suspect that the pandemic only worsened this trend. 

 
Source: National Center for Health Statistics and County Health Rankings. 
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Civically Engaged  
Indicator:  Election turnout of registered voters 

A civically engaged community takes pride in playing a role in their local, state, and national 
governments.  This is reflected in voter turnout for Presidential (November), Gubernatorial 
(November), and County (August) elections. 

United States 
 
 
 

63.7% 
in 2024 general election 

Tennessee 
 
 
 

64.0% 
in 2024 general election 

865 Region 
 
 
 

67.5% 
in 2024 general election 

Knox County 
 
 
 

66.8% 
in 2024 general election 

 
Insights: 

Mid-term/Gubernatorial elections in 2018 drew voters to the polls in higher numbers than in 
recent years, and this was echoed with the 2020 Presidential election. But voter turnout has 
fallen across the board since that time. Knox County turnout in the 2022 and 2024 County 
elections fell below 20%. Regional turnout has been lower than that, and the statewide 
turnout for the 2024 County election was only 14%.  Despite the very low and decreasing 
turnout in local elections, turnout for the 2022 Gubernatorial and 2024 Presidential 
elections was quite strong, with the local, regional, and state turnout exceeding the nation. 

 

 

  
 
Source: Tennessee Secretary of State, U.S. Elections Project, and University of Florida Election Lab.  
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