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POPULATION
fundamentals

Growth has been a default for this young, military-dependent state

By SARA WHITNEY and LIZ BROOKS

Alaska is the third least-populous state in the U.S., 
with only Vermont and Wyoming having fewer 
people. The state has grown considerably in a 

short  me, however, from just 55,036 people in the ter-
ritory in 1920 to 739,828 in 2016.

This ar  cle is a brief overview of Alaska’s popula  on 
and its pa  erns, available in detail in our 2016 Popula-
 on Overview at h  p://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop/

popestpub.cfm. New popula  on es  mates for 2017 will 
be available in January 2018.

Alaska grew in all years since
statehood except for three
Growth has long been the state’s default, and its pe-
riods of loss have been brief. Alaska’s total popula  on 
grew in all but three of the 57 years since statehood in 
1959: one year of loss came in the late 1970s a  er the 
Trans-Alaska Pipeline was completed, and two were in 
the late 1980s a  er the crash in oil prices.

Alaska has large yearly migra  on fl ows both in and out. 
Most interstate movers are young adults, which is also 
true na  onally, and about a fi  h of movers are  ed to 
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Alaska’s Historical Popula  on Changes

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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2 2016
Alaskans by Race

Sources: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment, Research and Analysis Sec  on; and U.S. Census Bureau

the military. These fl ows are a constant for Alaska re-
gardless of economic condi  ons.

But that doesn’t mean the number moving in is always 
greater than the number who leave. In more than a 
third of the years since statehood — 23 — Alaska lost 
more people through net migra  on than it gained. 
In all but those three years of overall loss, natural in-
crease — births minus deaths — more than made up 
the diff erence. Natural increase hit a high of 10,700 in 
1985, and has since declined to about 7,000 per year.

Alaska is the third-youngest state
Alaska was the third-youngest state in 2016, with a 
median age of 34.7. Only Utah and Texas were younger, 
at 30.8 and 34.5, respec  vely. For comparison, the na-
 onal median was 37.9 years. 

Alaska’s age structure is changing rapidly, however. The 
rate at which the state’s senior popula  on is growing is 
among the fastest in the na  on as the state’s large co-
hort of baby boomers ages. The number of Alaskans age 
65 or older more than doubled between 2000 and 2016. 

Largest percent Na  ve among states
Alaska’s rural areas are par  cularly young overall, with 
a median age as low as 23.7 in the Kusilvak Census Area 
in Western Alaska. Many of these areas’ popula  ons are 
majority Alaska Na  ve; Kusilvak, for example, is nearly 
95 percent Na  ve. 

Statewide, two-third of Alaskans are white and 15 
percent are Alaska Na  ve (see Exhibit 2), which is the 
highest propor  on Alaska Na  ve/American Indian in 

the na  on. The share grows to 20 percent when includ-
ing those who are Na  ve in combina  on with another 
race. Historically, though, the territory was en  rely 
Alaska Na  ve and as late as 1929, they made up more 
than half of the popula  on. 

107 males for every 100 females
The long-held percep  on that Alaska has a higher per-
centage of men than women is correct, although not 
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Male-to-Female Ra  o by Age

Sources: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on; and 
U.S. Census Bureau
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WAGES INCREASE
Continued from page 11

ployment. The North Slope is also an outlier in that 
most of the oil-related wages paid there go to people 
who live elsewhere. Unlike income, which is based on 
where workers live, wages are based on the loca  on 
of the job, although most places with high average 
earnings also have high incomes.

Neal Fried is an economist in Anchorage. Reach him at (907) 269-
4861 or neal.fried@alaska.gov.

POPULATION
Continued from page 13

About the data
This data set has a few important limitations. First, 
while some wage change is a real increase in the 
amounts paid to workers, a combination of other fac-
tors can come into play, such as changes in the overall 
industry or occupational mix or in hours worked.

This data set also counts jobs, not workers, and it 
doesn’t distinguish between part-time and full-time jobs 
or include self-employment. And because it’s an aver-
age and not a median, any extremes would have a dis-
proportionate effect on the average value. 

nearly to the degree people some  mes expect. The 
gender disparity has narrowed considerably with  me, 
but s  ll, our ra  o of 107 males to every 100 females is 
the highest in the United States. 

At one  me, the stereotype that Alaska was mostly 
men was true. In 1900, during the Gold Rush, Alaska 
had 259 males for every 100 females. That narrowed 
to about 162 in 1950, at the beginning of the state’s 
military buildup. The ra  o was 113 to 100 by 1980 and 
it’s declined gradually since, bringing Alaska closer to 
na  onal norms. 

Alaska’s special mix of industries contributes to the 
state’s rela  vely large share of men; these include oil, 
construc  on, fi shing, and the military.

Military especially important
The military’s outsized role in the state’s economy 
largely began with the state’s geographic importance 
during World War II. Today, the state has more than 
20,000 ac  ve duty service members and 30,000 de-
pendents: about 55 percent are Army, 35 percent are 
Air Force, and 9 percent are Coast Guard. 

While the military has a presence around the state, 
it’s an especially large part of the popula  ons in Fair-
banks and Kodiak at 19 percent and 17 percent of their 
respec  ve popula  ons. In terms of numbers, though, 
Anchorage has the most.

Alaska’s veteran popula  on also refl ects this histori-
cal importance. On a per capita basis, Alaska has more 
than 1.5  mes as many veterans as the U.S. overall.

Sara Whitney is the editor of Trends. Reach her in Juneau at (907) 
465-6561 or sara.whitney@alaska.gov. 

Liz Brooks is a research analyst in Juneau. Reach her at (907) 465-
5970 or liz.brooks@alaska.gov. 


