
Insights to Anchorage's Recession 


By Greg Huff 

w e have all heard of the recession and many Anchorage residents 
have experienced it first hand. They have lost jobs, homes, busi
nesses and investments. Many statistics have monitored and 
reco rded the loss of jobs and investments, as well as bank rupt

cies and foreclosures. These key economic indicators, however, lack geographic 
and demographic detai l. This article exam ines statistics fro m the Munic ipali 
ty of A nchorage Department of Economic Development and Planning (DEDP).I 
These stat istics yield some interesting insights into the impacts on Anchorage 
residents and neighborhoods during the severest segment of the recession. 
One overriding theme is clear from the data-the recession affected neigh
borhoods and their residents differently. 

Between 1985 and 1987 Anchorage's employment declined 12% and popula
tion declined 8%. These losses represent 13,400 jobs and 19,150 people. Ac
cording to DEDP's figures 66% of those persons leaving the city from 1985 
to 1987 had lived there less than 4 years (Figure 1). Those in Anchorage less 
t han a year accounted for near ly half o f Anchorage's population decline. The 
net result was a decline of "newcomers" by 25,000. This decline was parti311y 
o ffset, however, by a net increase of 5,600 people who had been in Anchorage 
for four or more years. During this time, the average length of residence in
c reased from 9.0 to 10.1 years. Nearly nine percent of the populati on had lived 
in Anchorage for more than 25 years. 

The recession had a lopsided effect on the young adult population, in particu
lar, t he young male population. Fo r examp le, al though young adults aged 20 
to 34 represented 35% of Anchorage's popu lation, they accounted for nearly 
80% of the populat ion losses between 1985 and 1987 (Figure 2). Two-thirds 
of the decline was male. 

Labor Force Characteristics 

Civilian labor force statist ics are 
another indicato r highlighting the 
recession's adverse im pact on the 
male population. The number of 
males in the civilian labor fo rce 
decl ined more than 13,000 compared 
to 2,600 fo r women. The m ajor ity of 
these m ales were in the 20 to 34 year 
old bracket. The proport ion of m ales 
fell from sl ightly over 52% of the 
work force in 1985 to 50.3% in 1987. 
It is li kely that the large decline in the 
male work force was due to the con· 
traction in t he construction and o il 
field services industries. While the 
labor force participat ion rate fo r men 
declined sl ightly, it increased for 

I In 1988 the name of the Department 
was changed from the Community 
Plann ing Department to the cu rrent 
Department of Economic Develop 
ment and Planning. Also a specia l 
than k s to M ike Breedlove, the 
Municipal Demographer, for addition 
al information and insights for this 
article. 
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Figure 2 
Population Change by Age 1985-1987 
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Figure 3 
Unemployment Rate of Householders 
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Table 1 
Household Characteristics For Anchorage 

19 85 and 1987 

1985 1987 

Total Households 81.663 77,527 

Family Households 58.119 55 ,831 
Single Parent w/ch ildren under 18 5,778 6,181 
Married couple w/children under 18 26 ,347 25,065 
Famil y Household no children under 18 26,014 24,599 

Nonfamily Household 23,542 21 ,696 

Percent 
Change 

-5.1 

-3.9 
6.9 

-4.9 
-5.4 

- 7.8 

Source: Municipality of Anchorage; Department of Economic Development and 
Planning ; 198 7 Anchorage Populalion Profile 

women 25-64 years old. One explana
tion is that m ore wom en entered t he 
labor fo rce to help suppor t the fami 
ly. 

Household Characteristics 

Chan ging popu lation characteri st ics 
caused by the recession have had an 
enormous impact on household 
characteristics as wel l. Table 1 shows 
nonfamily households (households 
wit h no fam il y members l i v ing 
together) declined more than other 
household types. At the sam e t ime 
the number of single parents with 
ch i Id ren less than 18 years ol d at 
home increased, part icularly the 
number of single m others. T he unem· 
ployment rates for heads of house
holds increased across the boa rd, but 
the sing le parents averaged t he 
highest unemployment rate (Figure 
3). 

From 1985 to 1987 the number of 
households fell . while the number o f 
housing units increased from 88,804 
to 91,298, This left 13,771 housing 
units vacant, a vacancy rate of 15%. 
Vacancy rates varied by t he type o f 
housing unit (Table 2). Because young 
adu lts have a greater likelihood of liv
ing in a m ul ti -unit housing complex 
than other adult groups, the loss of 
young adults and the high vacancy 
rates in multi-family units go hand
in-hand, 

Geographic Differences 

Within the Mun ic ipality there are 
unique neighborhoods and a number 
of ways to group t hem (by communi
ty council, census t ract , zoning), but 
for simplicity this art ic le uses DEDP's 
planning areas. These geograph ic 
areas are i llustra ted in Map J.2 

2 The Department of Econo m ic De
velopment and Planning also collects 
data by community counci l and cen
sus tract levels. 
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North Anchorage lost the most popu
lation due to the recession . Seventy
five percent of the 19.146 two -year 
population loss took place in north 
Anchorag e. The northeast are;] 
decli ned by 7,500 and northwest by 
6,887. T he Eagle River-Chug iak area 
had the sm allest popula ti on 
decl ines-2.8% compared to 14.1 for 
no rtheast Anchorage (Table 3). 

The d ifferences between population 
losses in the various areas are ex 
p lained by their demographic and 
housing characteristics. Rem ember 
that nea rly 80% of the populat ion 
decl ine was among young ad ults 20 
to 34 years old , a majority of which 
we re m ale. In addit ion, populat ion 
decli nes among nonfam ll y house
holds were th e most p rom inent 
amo ng household types and m ulti 
fa m ily housing un its were the hardest 
h it among housing types. 

Figure 4 

Household Characteristics for Anchorage 

Planning Areas 1987 
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North Ancho ra ge had all the r ight 
demographic and housing charac
terist i s fo r large populat ion decl ines. 
For example, no rth A ncho rage in 
1985 had 59% of Ancho rage's 20-34 
year olds. From 1985 to 1987 10,580 
of those 20- 34 yea r o l ds left 
A nchorage- This was nearly three 
quarters of the 20-34 year olds leav
ing An chorage between 1985 and 
1987. North Anchorage also had the 
highest concentration o f reside nts 
who had liv d in Anchorage for 4 o r 
less years. Furthermore, the north 
areas also had the highest proport ion 
of non-famil y househo lds (Figure 4) 
and multi -famil y housing (F i ure 5). 

Eagle-River Chugiak housing stock is 
76% single fam ily homes and the 
majority of this areas population are 
married co up le famili es. These 
characteristi cs, combined with the 
close proximity to the military bases 
(many m ilita ry fam ilies live off-base 
in the area) accounted for mild popu
lation declines. 

Figure 5 
HOllsing Stock by Type for Selected Area 1987 
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The recession had a lopsided effect 

on the young adult population. 
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Table 2 
Vacancy Rates for Anchorage 

By Type of Housing Unit 
1985 and 1987 

1985 1987 

Single Family 
2-4 units' 
5 or more unit
Mobile homes 

s' 

4 .3% 
8.3 

14.4 
7.6 

7.1 % 
16.5 
26 .0 
19.9 

All structures 8.0 15.1 

Source: Municipality of Anchorage ; Department of Economic 
Development and Planning ; 1987 Anchorage Population Profile. 

, Includes zero -lot lines, condominiums and apartments. 

, Inc ludes con dominiums and apartments. 

Table 3 

Total Anchorage Population 


By Planning Area 
1985·1987 

Percent 
1985 1987 Change 

Eag le River-Chug iak 25,067 24,617 -2.8 

Anchorage Bowl 205,1 86 186,740 -9.0 
Northwest Anchorage 48,776 41,889 -14.1 
Northeast Anchorage 77,945 70,482 -9.6 
Southwest Anchorage 45,044 41,703 -7.4 
Southeast Anchorage 33,421 32,666 -2.3 

Turnagain Arm 1,607 1,374 -14.4 

Military Bases 16,403 16,386 -0 .01 

Total Anchorage 248,263 229,1 17 - 7. 7 

Source : Municipality of Anchorage ; Department of Eco nomic Development 
and Planning; 19 87 Anchorage Population Profile. 

Conclusion 

In 1988 emp loym en t d ecreases 
moderated conside rably. compared 
to the 1986 -1 987 period. Forecasts 
call for employm ent growth in la te 
1988 a nd 1989. Theory ho lds that 
popu lat ion will fo llow suit. However. 
unti l there is a st ro ng resu rgence in 
construction activity. it is unlikely that 
young male s wi ll mi grate to 
Anchorage in the num be rs they did 
du ring the 80's construction boom. 
Anchorage's futu re demographic 
characteristics will be shaped by the 
events between 1985-1 987, 

The recession has caused the male to 
fem ale population and labor force ra
tios to approach the closest to 50/50 
in Anchorage's h isto ry. The newest 
and youngest Anchorage res idents 
tended to be the g roup of residents 
to leave because of the lack of jobs. 
In turn. Anchorage's median age a nd 
the average length of residency in
creased. Experts believe t hese trends 
will continue. 

Anchorage Consumer Price Index 
Base Period Converted 

By John Boucher 

B 
eginning with the release of Cons umer Price Index (C PI) data fo r 
J anua ry of 1988. the Burea u of Labor S tatistics has conve rted most 
Consumer Price Indexes, including the CPI for Anchorage. to a new 
reference base year. All indexes previo us ly expressed o n a base of 

1967 = 100. o r any othe r base through December of 1981, have been rebased 
to 1982-84 =1 00. Only indexes with a base late r than December 1981 have 
maintai ned their bases. The rebasing is a result of the U.S. Gove rnment's long
standing policy to update index bases pe riodically. 
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