
 

www.nusinstitute.org  1 

San Diego GDP Exceeds $200 Billion in 2014 
NOVEMBER 2014 WWW.NUSINSTITUTE.ORG      VOLUME NINE|ISSUE FOUR  

S ix years since the 
onset of the 

“Great Recession” in 
2008, and four years 
after recovery began 
in 2010, San Diego’s 
economy reached a 
new milestone exceed-
ing a projected $200 
billion for the first time 
in 2014.  

Newly released and 
revised estimates of 
metropolitan gross 
domestic product 
(GDP) by the U.S. Bu-
reau of Economic 
Analysis indicates San 
Diego’s GDP reached $197.9 billion 
in 2013.1 Based upon more current 
national and statewide estimates of 
economic activity, the National Uni-
versity System Institute for Policy 
Research (NUSIPR) projects San Die-
go’s GDP will further increase 4.3 

percent by the end of 2014 to 
$206.4 billion. 

In comparison with California and 
the U.S., San Diego generally match-
es the changes in overall economic 
activity. While San Diego considera-
bly exceeded both California and na-

tional growth rates in 

2011, the local met-
ro area lagged Cali-
fornia in 2012 and 
the nation as well in 
2013. This likely had 
to do with a combina-
tion of government 
sequestration cuts 
and San Diego’s 
slower recovering  
construction market 
than other major 
metro areas. 

We estimate San Die-
go’s pace of growth is 
increasing in 2014, 
counter to the rest of 
California and the 

nation further slowing. This projec-
tion is based upon employment 
growth so far reported indicating San 
Diego having slightly stronger job 
growth than either California or the 
U.S. Leading the way locally are pro-
fessional and business services, fi-
nance, and real estate sectors. 

1GDP data reflects new concepts and definitions that are part of a compre-
hensive revision to national income and product accounts released in July 
2013. See box on page 2. 
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Comparable metropolitan economic 
activity 

San Diego’s 1.7 percent increase in 
2013 was squarely in the middle of 
economic growth among the nation’s 
381 metropolitan areas. Collectively, 
real GDP growth for U.S. metropoli-
tan areas increased by an average of 
1.7 percent in 2013, after rising 2.6 
percent in 2012. Real GDP in-
creased across 292 of the metropoli-
tan areas in 2013, led by wide-
spread increases in finance, insur-
ance, real estate, rental, and leasing, 
nondurable-goods manufacturing, 
and professional and business ser-
vices. 

Among metro areas closest in size to 
San Diego, local economic perfor-
mance can be best described as 
middle-of-the-road. Whereas San 
Diego’s GDP fully recovered and 
moved on to higher levels, several 
metro areas, including Atlanta and 
Phoenix, had still not quite reached 
pre-recession highs despite recent 
growth. Several similarly sized metro 
areas, including Miami, Detroit, Riv-
erside-San Bernardino, and Las Ve-
gas remain far below previous levels. 

On the other hand, similarly sized 
metro areas, including Seattle, San 
Jose (which recently surpassed San 
Diego), Portland, and Denver quickly 
recovered and expanded far above 

their former levels of economic activ-
ity. 

In comparison San Diego’s economic 
performance appears relatively sta-
ble, not as robust as some compara-
ble metro areas, but certainly much 
stronger than others. Perhaps it can 
be called a Goldilocks recovery for 
San Diego, neither hot nor cold. 

Mixed performance among San Die-
go economic sectors 

Not all parts of San Diego’s economy 
have recovered from the recession. 
The strongest producing sectors 
within the local economy the past 

few years are government, real es-
tate and leasing, professional and 
business services, manufacturing, 
and health care and social assis-
tance. Although having some growth 
in recent years, retail/wholesale 
trade, construction and information 
remain at recessionary levels. Fi-
nance and insurance, food services 
and drinking places, and utilities al-
so remain relatively flat. 

Comprehensive Revisions of San 
Diego and other Metropolitan Area 
Gross Domestic Product 
Current estimates of San Diego 
metro area gross domestic product 
(GDP) include a significant revision 
of prior estimates for 2001–2012. 
The updated figures reflect a com-
prehensive revision of local area 
personal income and are consistent 
with previous GDP by state and na-
tional GDP by industry released ear-
lier in 2014. The comprehensive 
revision includes the recognition of 
research and development (R&D) 
expenditures as capital, the capital-
ization of entertainment, literary, 
and other artistic originals, and the 
use of an improved accrual ac-
counting treatment of transactions 
for defined benefit pension plans. 
The revision in methodology of esti-
mating GDP resulted in a 5 to 7 
percent increase of San Diego GDP 
estimates over this period. 
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San Diego’s government sectors in-
clude federal, state, and local, as 
well as the military. This also in-
cludes public enterprises such as 
public hospitals, universities, and the 
U.S. Postal Service. Combined gov-
ernment activities make up the sin-
gle largest portion of San Diego’s 
economy. The amount of San Diego 
GDP generated by government is 5th 
highest in the nation. Only four much 
larger metro areas receive a greater 
amount from government expendi-
tures – New York, Washington D.C., 
Los Angeles, and Chicago. The next 
three after San Diego – Boston, San 
Francisco, and Philadelphia are also 
much larger metro areas. The pro-
portion of San Diego GDP contribut-
ed by government, 20.6 percent, is 
also relatively high, compared to the 
average of 12.2 percent for all met-
ropolitan areas. 

Real estate and rental and leasing 
activities include companies primari-
ly engaged in selling, buying, renting 
or leasing, and managing real estate 
and related services, such as ap-
praisal services. Under the new 
methodology for measuring GDP, 
this includes establishments leasing 
or otherwise allowing the use of tan-
gible or intangible assets such as 
patents and trademarks. As of 2013, 
this sector had fully recovered in San 
Diego from the 2007-10 downturn, 
including adjustment for inflation. 

Professional and business services 
include a wide range of activities, 
from technical and legal services to 
administrative and waste manage-
ment. A major portion of business 
activity locally includes research and 
development among biotechnology 
and other technology applications. 
This sector has grown fairly consist-
ently, other than a one-year decline 
in 2009. 

Surprisingly, manufacturing produc-
tion increased in value throughout 
the recession. The only decrease  
occurred just in 2013. San Diego 
manufacturing is led by computer 
and electronic production, transpor-
tation equipment (primarily aero-
space and shipbuilding), miscellane-

ous (primarily recreational goods – 
golf equipment), and chemical prod-
ucts. Federal government cutbacks 
o f  d e f e n s e  s p e n d i n g  a n d 
“sequestration” are the primary rea-
son for the decline in 2013. 

Health care and social assistance 
also continuously expanded over the 
past decade and throughout the re-
cession without any set backs. Am-
bulatory health care services and 
hospitals, nursing and residential 
care facilities are the primary drivers 
of this industry. Aging population and 
their rising demand for services con-
tinues to fuel these sectors of the 
local economy 

The sectors that have not fared as 
well are retail and wholesale trade, 
which fell significantly between 2006 
and 2009 as consumer spending 
faltered. There has been some in-
crease since that point, but still not 
recovering the pre-recession peak of 
2006 after adjustment for inflation. 

Information and construction suf-
fered the greatest setbacks in value 
over the course of the recession. 
Both of these sectors also show the 
least recovery since that time. 

Information includes publishing in-
dustries, motion picture and sound 
recording, broadcasting and tele-
communications, and data pro-

cessing, internet publishing, and oth-
er information services. Broadcast-
ing and telecommunications en-
dured the greatest drop, and remain 
a long way from recovery despite 
some growth the past few years. 

Construction of both residential and 
nonresidential building, as well as 
transportation and infrastructure 
projects endured significant cut-
backs over the course of the reces-
sion. Although there has been some 
recovery the past two years, activity 
remains far below former levels. 

Utilities largely maintained growth 
over the past decade and even dur-
ing the recession, although slowing 
considerably just the past two years. 

Food services (restaurants and 
drinking places), arts, entertainment 
and recreation, and accommodation 
sectors, that encompass (but are not 
exclusive to) the visitor industry suf-
fered setbacks and, although since 
growning, have still not fully escaped 
the effects of the recession.  

Educational services (private only, 
not including public education) grew 
throughout the recession and contin-
ues to expand. Transportation and 
warehousing, and natural resources 
and mining are the remaining sec-
tors of the local economy showing 
mixed activity over the course of the 
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11255 North Torrey Pines Road 
La Jolla, CA 92037 

Phone: 858-642-8008 
kcunningham@nusystem.org 

National University System Institute for 
Policy Research (NUSIPR) is a non-
partisan organization that formulates 
and promotes high quality economic, 
policy, and public-opinion research so 
as to improve the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of local governments in San 
Diego County. 
NUSIPR does not assume any legal 
liability or responsibility for the accura-
cy or completeness of any information 

contained herein. NUSIPR expressly 
disclaims all warranties (whether ex-
press, implied or statutory) and liability 
to the maximum extent permitted by 
law in relation to the content hereof. 
The opinions expressed are the person-
al views and opinions of the authors. 
Any copying, redistribution or republica-
tion of the San Diego Economic Ledger, 
or the content thereof, is strictly prohib-
ited.  

Dashboard Observations– September 2014 
By Kelly Cunningham, Economist and Senior Fellow 

A ll Dashboard Indicators 
of San Diego economic 

activity continued to show 
positive movement in Sep-
tember 2014. 

New business licenses is-
sued by the City of San Diego 
totaled 1,498, up 67 percent 
from the previous month and 
28 percent over the same 
month a year ago. Despite 
the large boost in number 
over the past month, the an-
nual average remains mired 
around 13,300 for the past 
two years. 

San Diego’s unemployment 
rate continued to improve in 
September 2014 to 5.9 per-
cent, the lowest the rate has 
been since June 2008 and 
1.4 percentage points lower 
than in September 2013. 
San Diego also slightly edged 
the nation’s seasonally ad-
justed unemployment rate 
and remains significantly low-
er than California’s 6.9 per-
cent. 

Residential building appeared to improve in 
September increasing 46 percent over the 
month and more than double (+117 per-
cent) from a year ago. However, the pace of 
new construction has slipped from earlier in 
the year.  

San Diego’s stock index of locally headquar-

tered, publicly traded companies rose 3.0 
percent in September, and remains 7.1 per-
cent over the past year. Like national stock 
indexes, San Diego stocks have been on a 
bit of a roller coaster ride in 2014 and was 
slightly lower in September than highs 
reached earlier in the year. 

tion’s economic perfor-
mance, particularly as the 
region remains economi-
cally tied by our mix of gov-
ernment, business ser-
vices, manufacturing and 
visitor sector industries 
driving the economy. We 
expect 2014 will show lo-
cal GDP growth to be 2.2 
percent. In January 2014, 
NUSIPR will release our 
2015 economic outlook. 

NOTES: GDP by metropolitan 
area is the sub-state counter-
part to the nation's gross do-
mestic product, the most 
comprehensive measurement 
of U.S. economic activity. GDP 
by metropolitan area is de-
rived as a sum of GDP origi-
nating in all the industries 
within the nation’s 381 met-
ropolitan areas. 

The statistics of real GDP by 
metropolitan area are pre-
pared in chained (2009) dol-
lars. Real GDP is an inflation-
adjusted measure for each 
metropolitan area's gross 
product based on national 
prices for the goods and ser-
vices produced within the 
area. Real GDP reference the 
year 2009 as derived by ap-
plying national chain-type 
price indexes to current-dollar 
GDP-by-metropolitan-area 
values for 61 detailed NAICS-
based industries. 

The Fisher chain-type price 
index formula that is used in 
the national accounts is then 

San Diego GDP 
(Continued from page 4) 

used to calculate values of total real GDP by 
metropolitan area and at more aggregated 
industry levels. Real GDP by metropolitan 
area captures the differences across metro-
politan areas that reflect relative differences 

in mix of goods and services that the areas 
produce. However, real GDP by metropolitan 
area does not capture geographic differences 
in the prices of goods and services that are 
produced and sold locally. 


