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There is no single or “best” way to measure or describe an economy.

My goal for today’s class is to show you some of the ways we can
measure or describe the Alaska economy, including . . .

• Population
• Employment
• Gross State Product
• Earnings
• Income

. . . and some of the ways the economy has been changing over time.

In future classes we’ll discuss: 

• What explains the relative scale of and trends in major Alaska industries and 
the Alaska economy

• What factors will drive the future of Alaska industries and the Alaska economy
• How can different government policies affect the economy and its future



A look at Alaska’s population . . .

3http://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop/estimates/pub/17popover.pdf
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Alaska’s population is about 740,000.  

Alaska’s population compared 
with other states

California 40 million

Washington 7.5 million

Oregon 4.2 million

Maine 1.3 million

North Dakota 760 thousand

Alaska 737 thousand

Vermont 627 thousand

Wyoming 577 thousand

Alaska’s population compared with 
selected metropolitan areas

New York, NY 20 million
Seattle, WA 3.0 million
Colorado Springs, CO 739 thousand
Alaska 737 thousand

Alaska’s population compared 
with selected countries

Finland 5.5 million
Norway 5.3 million
Alaska 737 thousand
Iceland 353 thousand

Source:  U.S. Bureau of the Census; World Bank.
Data are estimated populations for 2018.
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Alaska’s population has grown dramatically since World War II.

103,000 one year after WWII in 1946

224.000 at Statehood in 1959

418.000 at completion 
of pipeline in 1977

551,000 at peak of state 
spending boom in 1986

Peak of 740,000 in 2015



Natural increase and net migration drive changes in Alaska’s population.

Natural increase = births minus deaths
Net migration = people moving in minus people moving out

End of pipeline boom

Alaska recession after oil 
prices crashed in 1986

Global 
financial crisis 

& national 
recession

Alaska 
recession after 

oil prices 
crashed in 

2015

Pipeline 
construction 

boom, 1974-77

State spending 
boom, early 

1980s

Recovery after
1980s 

recession

Cold war 
construction 

& military 
build-up
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Net migration = In-Migration - Out-Migration

Every year, 5% or more of Alaskans leave and are replaced by new Alaskans.
This churning” of Alaska’s population has important political implications!

Many residents have little knowledge of Alaska and little stake in its long-term future.



Alaska has the highest gross migration rate of any state

Source:  Alaska Economic Trends, August 2019, page 10  

Alaska



Alaska’s population is much younger than that of the US.
But the elderly population is growing rapidly.
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Alaska’s senior population is projected to continue to grow

Source:  Alaska Economic Trends, June 2019, page 5  



Births and Deaths in Alaska, 1980 to 2017
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As the elderly population rises, more people are dying in Alaska, 
but there are still many more births than deaths.
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Alaska Total Population by Borough/Census Area in 2010
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Most Alaskans live in Anchorage, the Mat-Su, Fairbanks and Juneau



Proportion of Alaska Statewide Population by Borough in 2010
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Average Annual In-State Migration between Economic Regions, 2000-2010
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There is significant migration between different regions of Alaska.
On balance, people are moving from rural to urban areas.



Three kinds of data most commonly used to
describe the Alaska economy and Alaska industries . . .

• Employment:  How many people are working

• Earnings:  how much income people earn from working

• Gross State Product (GSP): The estimated value of all goods and 
services produced in Alaska by the market sector of the economy



Which industry is more important?
Retail trade or oil and gas extraction ?

Different measures give very different 
pictures of the relative scale and 
importance of different industries!
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EARNINGS

EMPLOYMENT

GROSS STATE PRODUCT



Alaska employment data . . .

• Wage and salary employment data by industry are collected by the Alaska 
Department of Labor and Workforce Development 

• Wage and salary employment data don’t count:
• Self-employed people
• Commercial fishermen
• Unpaid work at home (cooking, cleaning, child care, etc.)
• Subsistence hunting and fishing.

• Alaska employment is highly seasonal 
• Employment is often reported as annual average employment.
• Employment data are typically by place of work and include non-residents 
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Total Alaska employment is about 450,000.

Wage and salary employment is about 350,000. Another 100,000 people are self-employed
(including commercial fishermen, who are not counted in wage and salary employment data).  

End of 
pipeline 
boom

Alaska 
recession after 

oil prices 
crashed in 

1986

Global 
financial crisis 

& national 
recession

Alaska 
recession after 

oil prices 
crashed in 

2015

Pipeline 
construction 

boom, 
1974-77

State 
spending 

boom, early 
1980s
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Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis,
NAICS industry classifications

Natural resources
& manufacturing

Transportation,
construction

& utilities

Trade and services

Government



Most of the growth in Alaska employment over the past fifty years 
has been in trade and services . . .

21Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



The structure of Alaska employment has changed dramatically
over the past 50 years.

22Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates

In 1969, government 
accounted for more than half 

of Alaska employment

In 2018, trade and services 
accounted for 57% of Alaska 

employment



The military accounted for more than half of government employment in 
1969.  Since then, military employment has declined while state and local 

government have grown dramatically.

23Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



In some Alaska industries employment is highly seasonal.
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Nonresidents account for a significant share of
Alaska employment and earnings.

25Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page x



About 20% of Alaska workers are nonresidents

26Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 1



Nonresidents earn about 15% of Alaska wages

27Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 2



Nonresidents work in a wide range of industries

28Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 3



The share of nonresident workers and wages varies widely by industry

29Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 3



30Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 5



31Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 4



32Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 7



33Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 6



34Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 9



35Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Nonresidents Working in Alaska 2017, page 14



Alaska Gross State Product (GSP) data . . .

• Gross State Product (GSP) is the estimated value of all goods and services 
produced in Alaska by the market sector of the economy.

GSP =   total value of goods and services produced in Alaska
- minus the cost of inputs purchased from outside Alaska

• Also called Gross Domestic Product (GDP)

• How is GSP calculated?
– For private industries:  Value of sales – Costs
– For government:  What government costs

• Gross State Product is affected by both physical production and prices.

• The federal Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) estimates Gross State 
Product for each state, including Alaska.

• BEA’s Gross State Product estimates exclude the value of unpaid work and 
subsistence hunting and fishing. 36



Alaska Gross State Product

37Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates

About 2/3 of 
“Transportation” GSP is 
“Pipeline Transportation” 

which might be considered 
part of the oil and gas 

industry.

Trade and services

Government



Alaska Gross State Product has grown dramatically over the past 50 years!

But . . .

38Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



When you compare prices or values over long periods of time,
you have to adjust for inflation.
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There is no single or obvious “best” way to adjust for inflation
when measuring Alaska prices and values.

For this course I use the Urban Alaska Consumer Price Index.
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In 1988, a dollar could buy twice 
as much in Alaska as in 2017.

In 1975, a dollar could buy four 
times as much in Alaska as in 2017.

If you compare prices or values over 
more than about ten years you really 

need to adjust for inflation!



After adjusting for inflation, the growth in Alaska GSP is not as impressive.

41Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



After adjusting for both inflation and population growth,
we see a very different trend in “real per capita GSP”

42Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



The dramatic changes in real per capita GSP in
natural resources and manufacturing have been driven by
dramatic changes in the value of Alaska oil production.

43Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates



Alaska earnings and personal income data . . .

• Wage and salary earnings data by industry are collected by the Alaska 
Department of Labor and Workforce Development, along with employment data

• Wage and salary earnings data exclude earnings of:
• Self-employed people
• Commercial fishermen
• Unpaid work at home (cooking, cleaning, child care, etc.)
• Subsistence hunting and fishing.

• Earnings data are typically by place of work and include earnings of non-
residents

• Personal income includes not only earnings but other kinds of income:
– Pensions
– Rents
– Stock dividends
– Transfers including Permanent Fund Dividends, welfare, etc.
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Average annual earnings vary widely between different industries . . .



Because average annual earnings differ between industries, the relative 
scales of different industries differ for employment and earnings.

46Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates

These 
estimates 
exclude 
fishermen’s 
earnings!



Non-wage income accounts for a significant share of Alaska income
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Alaska ranks second among US states 
in equality of income distribution

Source:  Alaska Economic Trends, March 2019, page 7
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