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How migraƟ on has shaped us and how we compare to other states

Alaska has the highest popu-
laƟ on turnover of any state, 
with large numbers of 

people moving both in and out 
each year regardless of economic 
condiƟ ons. Although the percent-
age of residents born in Alaska 
has risen over Ɵ me — 41 percent 
today versus 32 percent in 1980 — 
Alaska’s populaƟ on remains highly 
migratory compared to the rest of 
the U.S.

Two measures
of migra  on
MigraƟ on sounds like a mass of 
people moving in one direcƟ on, 
but it’s more of a two-way street 
with traffi  c fl owing in both lanes. 
One lane might have more traffi  c, 
but cars are always moving both 
direcƟ ons. 

Gross migraƟ on is the sum of a place’s in-migraƟ on 
and out-migraƟ on. In other words, it’s the total num-
ber of moves associated with that place in a year, 
which shows how much of the populaƟ on turned 
over due to migraƟ on. So if fi ve people leŌ  a town in 
a year and two moved in, that town’s gross migraƟ on 
would be seven. The measure is generally consistent 

for Alaska, at 80,000 to 100,000 total moves each 
year — typically 40,000 to 50,000 moving in each di-
recƟ on.

Net migraƟ on, or in-migraƟ on minus out-migraƟ on, is 
the overall number of people a populaƟ on gained or 
lost through migraƟ on. PosiƟ ve net migraƟ on means 
more people are moving to a locaƟ on than leaving it, 
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Mig¢ation in Alaska 2 1990 ãÊ 2016
Average Annual Gross and Net MigraƟ on Rates by State

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis 
Sec  on
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and negaƟ ve net migraƟ on is the opposite. 

Net migraƟ on is one of the two ways a place’s popula-
Ɵ on count can change. The other is natural increase, 
or births minus deaths. (For more on natural increase 
and an overview of Alaska’s 2017 populaƟ on esƟ -
mates, see page 14.)

While gross migraƟ on is fairly consistent, net migra-
Ɵ on can swing wildly between posiƟ ve and negaƟ ve 
depending on economic condiƟ ons in Alaska and out-
side — although in recent decades the swings have 
been more moderate than during earlier periods in 
Alaska history.

For the past fi ve years, Alaska’s net migraƟ on has 
been negaƟ ve. This represents the longest streak of 
Alaska losing more migrants than it gains since World 
War II, when yearly numbers fi rst became available. 
Since 2012, nearly 29,000 more people have leŌ  Alas-
ka than arrived. That’s a smaller loss than during the 
oil bust years of the late 1980s, but the sustained net 
loss is a sure indicator of tough economic Ɵ mes. (See 
Exhibit 1.)

Migra  on shaped Alaska history
Large migraƟ ons have been a major part of Alaska’s 
history, starƟ ng with the peopling of the Americas by 
movement across the Bering Land Bridge from Asia 
during the last Ice Age. In modern Ɵ mes, warfare and 
economic booms and busts have spurred the largest 
fl ows of movers.  

Two parƟ cularly large migraƟ ons in the fi rst half of 
the 20th century shaped modern Alaska. The fi rst fol-
lowed gold strikes on the Klondike and the Seward 
Peninsula around the turn of the century. For the 
fi rst Ɵ me, large numbers of outsiders moved into the 
territory and Alaska’s economic potenƟ al came into 
view. The second was World War II. The infl ux of mili-
tary personnel produced a boom in construcƟ on of 
housing, roads, and airfi elds while realigning Alaska’s 
populaƟ on geography to make Anchorage and Fair-
banks the largest ciƟ es. Both events about doubled 
the state’s populaƟ on over 10 years. 

AŌ er WWII, it seemed possible that Alaska would 
return to its pre-war populaƟ on with troop demobi-
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3 Y��Ù½ù ¦ÙÊÝÝ Ã®¦Ù�ã®ÊÄ ó®ã« �½�Ý»� �ù Ýã�ã�, 2000 ãÊ 2016
Alaska Exchanges Most Movers with Close or Populous States

Source: Internal Revenue Service Tax Sta  s  cs
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lizaƟ on, but the onset of the Cold War and a perma-
nent military populaƟ on ensured that didn’t happen. 
Between 1945 and 1970, most migraƟ on infl ows came 
from military buildups. The two largest were due to 
the Korean and Vietnam Wars. Military buildup for the 
Korean War neƩ ed more than 40,000 people between 
1950 and 1952. Given Alaska’s populaƟ on at the Ɵ me, 
this has been the largest post-WWII net increase by 
percentage. The late-1960s increase from the Vietnam 
War was smaller.

The arrival of the oil economy in the 1970s and 1980s 
brought in swaths of newcomers and large swings in 
net migraƟ on. As construcƟ on started on the Trans-
Alaska Pipeline, Alaska recorded its highest one-year 
net migraƟ on increase of more than 30,000 between 
1974 and 1975. The net infl ow conƟ nued unƟ l the 
pipeline’s compleƟ on in 1977, when net migraƟ on 
turned negaƟ ve for the rest of the decade.

High oil prices, a housing boom, and a recession in the 
rest of the country spurred Alaska’s highest sustained 
net migraƟ on infl ow in the early 1980s. Between 
1980 and 1985, Alaska neƩ ed 75,000 people through 
migraƟ on alone. Then, the subsequent oil bust in the 
late ‘80s brought on the state’s steepest migraƟ on 
decline: a net ouƞ low of about 44,000 people from 
1985 to 1989.

These swings soŌ ened between 1990 and 2012, when 
net migraƟ on typically produced less populaƟ on 
change than natural increase. Net fl ow was negaƟ ve 
in seven out of eight years starƟ ng with base closures 
in the mid-1990s and lasƟ ng unƟ l 2001, but natural in-
crease kept Alaska’s populaƟ on growing. 

AŌ er the quiet 2000s, at least in terms of net migra-
Ɵ on, the Great Recession in the Lower 48 brought an 
infl ux of newcomers to Alaska, where the economy 
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4 A½�Ý»�’Ý ãÊã�½ ù��Ù½ù Ã®¦Ù�ã®ÊÄ �ù �¦�, 2010 ãÊ 2015
Young to Middle-Age Adults Move the Most

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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largely weathered the naƟ onal storm. But since 2012, 
Alaska’s net migraƟ on has been consistently negaƟ ve, 
breaking the past quarter-century’s paƩ ern. The loss-
es picked up steam as the state’s economy worsened 
while condiƟ ons improved elsewhere in the country. 

That steady net ouƞ low fi rst slowed and then ended 
the state’s long streak of total populaƟ on growth. 
Through the 1990s and 2000s, Alaska’s populaƟ on 
grew at a rate above 1 percent, which fell to half a 
percent during the 2010s. The net loss of 8,900 peo-
ple in 2017, the largest single-year ouƞ low since 1988, 
caused Alaska’s total populaƟ on to decline for the 
fi rst Ɵ me in decades. 

Highest turnover among
states through migra  on
Expressing migraƟ on as rates — percent of the popu-
laƟ on turned over in a year for gross migraƟ on and 
percent change from net migraƟ on — allows compari-
sons between places of varying size.

Exhibit 2 shows the average annual gross migraƟ on 
and net migraƟ on rates for all 50 states from 1990 to 
2016. Alaska’s gross migraƟ on rate was the highest, 
with just over 12 percent of the populaƟ on turning 
over through migraƟ on each year. That was more 
than twice the average naƟ onal rate of 5 percent.

Nevada, whose housing boomed for much of that 
period, ranked second at about 11 percent. Either 
Alaska or Nevada has ranked fi rst for gross migraƟ on 
every year since 1990. Through the 1990s and early 
2000s, the two states oŌ en traded places for the top 
slot. Nevada fell several spots below Alaska aŌ er the 
2008 housing collapse, but remains in second for the 
enƟ re period.

While Alaska is sƟ ll the top state for populaƟ on 
turnover through migraƟ on, the gap has steadily nar-
rowed. In the early 1990s, Alaska’s gross migraƟ on 
rate was over 16 percent a year, a 10 percentage 
point gap over the naƟ onal average of 6 percent. The 
naƟ onal rate has stayed about the same, dropping 
just one percentage point in 2016, while Alaska’s fell 
to 11 percent the same year.

Average annual net migraƟ on rates across all states 
tend to be between -1 percent and 1 percent. Just 
two states, Nevada and Arizona, have averaged above 
1 percent since 1990.  

States with high turnover tend to also gain populaƟ on 
through migraƟ on while low turnover states usually 
see losses, but Alaska and Hawaii have high gross mi-
graƟ on without high net migraƟ on. Of the 10 states 
with the highest average annual gross migraƟ on rates 
since 1990, Alaska and Hawaii are the only states with 
negaƟ ve net migraƟ on rates.  
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5 A½�Ý»� ù��Ù½ù Ä�ã Ã®¦Ù�ã®ÊÄ �ù �¦�, 2005 ãÊ 2010 ò�ÙÝçÝ 2010 ãÊ 2015
Net MigraƟ on Has Dropped Across All Ages

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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Washington top source, des  na  on
Proximity and large populaƟ ons largely explain where 
people leaving Alaska go, and vice versa. Exhibit 3 
shows Alaska’s average yearly migraƟ on exchanges 
with the rest of the country and abroad from 2000 
through 2016. Average yearly infl ow to Alaska is un-
der each state’s iniƟ als, and ouƞ low from Alaska to 
that state is in parentheses. Color coding shows each 
state’s yearly gross migraƟ on exchanges with Alaska 
per 100,000 people. 

In addiƟ on to proximity, Washington and Alaska 
share historical, cultural, and transportaƟ on links. 
Washington is the largest source of Alaska’s incoming 
migrants by a small margin, and it’s by far the most 
common desƟ naƟ on for people leaving Alaska. About 
one in nine people who leave Alaska move to Wash-
ington.

AŌ er Washington are some of the most populous 
states. California is close behind Washington as a 
source of in-migrants, followed by Texas and Florida. 
For people leaving Alaska, Texas is the second largest 
desƟ naƟ on, followed by California.

Average yearly gross migraƟ on each state has with 
Alaska, adjusted for populaƟ on, shows a strong geo-
graphic component. States in the Northwest, along 
with Hawaii, have the largest adjusted migrant fl ows 
with Alaska. Montana’s gross migraƟ on rate with 
Alaska is the highest (155 people per 100,000), fol-
lowed by Idaho (131), Hawaii (125), and Washington 

(122). Other western states also rank higher than 
average in gross migraƟ on with Alaska. The excepƟ on 
is California, which has a gross migraƟ on rate much 
lower than surrounding states despite ranking high 
in total number of migrants to and from Alaska. This 
is because California has such a large populaƟ on that 
even big numbers of movers each year are low in per-
cent terms.

The states with the lowest migraƟ on with Alaska, 
both in terms of numbers and gross migraƟ on rate, 
are primarily in the Northeast. Less populous states 
in the region and the District of Columbia send few 
people to Alaska and few Alaskans move there. New 
Jersey has the lowest rate at 5.6 people exchanged 
per 100,000, followed by ConnecƟ cut (6.3) and New 
York (7.8).

Younger adults, men
tend to move more o  en
Exhibit 4 shows Alaska’s average yearly in-migraƟ on 
and out-migraƟ on by fi ve-year age groups for 2010 
through 2015. For reference, the total number of 
Alaskans by age is the doƩ ed line, with corresponding 
numbers on the right axis.  

Young people move far more oŌ en than older people. 
This paƩ ern is not unique to Alaska but it’s more pro-
nounced because the state’s populaƟ on is young. Migra-
Ɵ on peaks among people in their 20s and falls off  quick-
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6 A½�Ý»�, 2010 ãÊ 2017
Yearly Net MigraƟ on Mostly NegaƟ ve Except Mat-Su

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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ly aŌ er that. Over half of total migrants are under 30. 

MigraƟ on’s large age diff erences show in the com-
parison between Alaska’s two largest generaƟ ons, 
the millennials (roughly ages 15 to 34 in 2015) and 
baby boomers (about 50 to 69 in 2015). Millennials 
make up about 30 percent of Alaska’s populaƟ on but 
account for over 40 percent of movers, on average. 
Boomers are a quarter of the state’s populaƟ on and 
just 15 percent of movers.

Men move slightly more than women naƟ onwide, but 
the gap is larger in Alaska. The state’s male-to-female 
raƟ o is about 107 to 100, and for movers in either 
direcƟ on the raƟ o is about 123 to 100. The age pat-
tern for both sexes is roughly the same, though, with 
peaks in the 20s followed by a decline. Women do 
not become the majority of movers unƟ l aŌ er age 75, 
which is also when they become the majority in their 
age group.

Young move in, older people leave
While total net migraƟ on is a volaƟ le staƟ sƟ c, net 
migraƟ on paƩ erns by age in Alaska are consistent. 

Exhibit 5 shows average annual net migraƟ on by age 
for two consecuƟ ve fi ve-year periods. These parƟ cu-
lar Ɵ mes refl ect diff erent condiƟ ons, as statewide net 
migraƟ on was posiƟ ve from 2005 to 2010 and nega-
Ɵ ve from 2010 to 2015.  

MigraƟ on among children is driven by adults in the 
prime parenƟ ng ages. The 2000s brought a net infl ow 
of children into Alaska, but that switched to a net 
ouƞ low aŌ er 2010 as more adults leŌ  the state.

Out-migraƟ on of older teens is a constant for Alaska, 
as the number of youth leaving for college, jobs, or 
the military is always higher than the number moving 
in. For single ages, net ouƞ lows of 18-and-19-year-
olds are the highest.

Alaska tends to gain the most migrants between ages 
20 and 40, with a peak in the late 20s. (See Exhibit 5.) 
The age when net migraƟ on turned negaƟ ve varies 
by Ɵ me period, though. In the posiƟ ve net migra-
Ɵ on era of the late 2000s, adult migraƟ on didn’t turn 
negaƟ ve unƟ l the early 50s. Since 2010, with higher 
out-migraƟ on, net migraƟ on has turned negaƟ ve in 
the late 30s. 

Text continues on page 12



10 ALASKA ECONOMIC TRENDSMARCH 2018

7 A½�Ý»�, ½�Ù¦�Ýã ®Ä¥½ÊóÝ �Ä� Êçã¥½ÊóÝ �ù �ÊÙÊç¦« ÊÙ ��ÄÝçÝ �Ù��, 2010 ãÊ 2017
Most In-State Moves Involve Anchorage

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Sec  on
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Every age group above 50 has more out-migraƟ on 
from Alaska, with both periods showing out-migra-
Ɵ on peaks in the early 60s. From 2010 to 2015, an 
average of 800 more people between 60 and 64 leŌ  
the state than moved in, more than twice the average 
from 2005 to 2010 and a refl ecƟ on of the downward 
shiŌ  across all age groups. The negaƟ ve shiŌ  for 
people under 30 was bigger in both periods than for 
those over 50, however.

Mat-Su has big net gains while
most other areas are nega  ve
Most boroughs and census areas have sustained net 
migraƟ on losses in recent years, losing people to 
other places in the state as well as outside. Exhibit 6 
shows average annual net migraƟ on between 2010 
and 2017, which was posiƟ ve for just fi ve of the 29 
boroughs and census areas. Three in Southeast aver-
aged a migraƟ on gain of less than 10 people per year. 
The Kenai Peninsula’s gain was around 50 per year. 

The Matanuska-Susitna Borough stands out for its 
large net infl ows, averaging more than 1,200 people 
per year, even in a decade when most of the state’s 
net migraƟ on has been negaƟ ve. (For more on Mat-
Su’s populaƟ on paƩ erns, see page 16.)

Anchorage’s and Fairbanks’ net losses have been 
sharpest, averaging -2,200 and -1,200 a year, respec-
Ɵ vely. 

Of the 24 areas with net migraƟ on losses since 2010, 
half sƟ ll grew overall through natural increase. Seven 
of these are in Western and Northern Alaska, where 
birth rates are high (North Slope, Northwest ArcƟ c, 
Nome, Kusilvak, Bethel, Dillingham, and Lake and 
Peninsula), while most of the others have larger pop-
ulaƟ ons (Anchorage, Fairbanks, Juneau, Ketchikan, 
and Denali).

Anchorage is involved
in most in-state moves
Alaskans oŌ en move within the state as well as leave 
it. Exhibit 7 shows average yearly in-state migraƟ on 
paƩ erns for 2010 to 2017. The lines represent either 
the largest source of in-migrants or the largest desƟ -
naƟ on for out-migrants for each borough and census 
area. For out-migraƟ on, fi lled circles indicate the larg-
est ouƞ low while open circles mean that ouƞ low isn’t 
the area’s largest. For in-migraƟ on, a large black ar-
rowhead denotes the area’s largest infl ow and a sim-
pler arrow marks a smaller infl ow. The lines in Exhibit 
7 represent around 70 percent of all in-state migra-
Ɵ on. (For complete numbers, see Exhibit 9.)

Most in-state migraƟ on that crosses borough and 
census area boundaries involves Anchorage. The 
state’s largest city, which has around 40 percent of 
Alaska’s populaƟ on, is either the source or desƟ na-
Ɵ on for 64 percent of cross-borough moves. 

Gross migraƟ on with Anchorage is the largest for ev-
ery area in the Gulf Coast, Northern, and Southwest 
regions. But despite Anchorage’s net gain from all 
areas in these regions except Kenai Peninsula, its in-
state net migraƟ on is usually negaƟ ve because of its 
massive ouƞ low to Mat-Su.

The situaƟ on diff ers in the Interior and Southeast, 
as Fairbanks and Juneau serve as regional migraƟ on 
hubs for most of their smaller boroughs and census 
areas but share their own largest migraƟ on move-
ments with Anchorage. The excepƟ on is Prince of 
Wales-Hyder, at the southern end of the panhandle, 
which interacts most with Ketchikan.

Continued on page 22

Tracking requires several sources
There is no complete system for tracking migration 
within Alaska or the United States, so this article uses 
a variety of data sources as migration indicators, each 
with different strengths and weaknesses.  

Permanent Fund Dividend applications: We com-
pared the physical address applicants used one year 
to the year before, which provided a broad look at in-
state migration trends as well as age and sex data. One 
drawback is that someone who moves to Alaska isn’t 
eligible to apply until living here a full calendar year, 
and another is this source requires adjustments for 
births and deaths.

Internal Revenue Service migration data: IRS mi-
gration data come from address changes reported on 
federal income tax returns. The IRS creates counts by 
borough or census area and for the state by tabulating 
exemptions (fi lers and their dependents) on the return 
and checking for a change in address from the previous 
year. This provides data on movement between states 
and county equivalents, but it covers only those who 
are included in returns.

American Community Survey: The U.S. Census Bu-
reau conducts an ongoing survey of American house-
holds that gives more extensive demographic infor-
mation on movers than other sources. However, the 
survey sample is small and has large margins of error, 
and for most parts of Alaska, data are only available in 
fi ve-year averages.
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Place-level migra  on
reveals regional hubs
MigraƟ on data for communiƟ es are limited, as they 
don’t show place-to-place movements but rather 
how many of a place’s moves were within the same 
area, the same region, or the state. (See Exhibit 8 on 
page 11.) 

Most places send and receive the most migrants 
within the same borough/census area. (This category 
doesn’t include unifi ed city-boroughs such as Anchor-
age and Juneau.) This applies not just to large bor-
oughs like Mat-Su and Fairbanks, but also to villages 
in Western Alaska that surround larger hubs such as 
Bethel, Nome, and Kotzebue. 

Fairbanks and Juneau’s primacy within their regions, 
shown in Exhibit 7, is also clear in place-level migra-
Ɵ on. Fairbanks is center for much of the Interior’s 
migraƟ on. Nearly all villages in the Upper Yukon Basin 
and along the Koyukuk River share their highest gross 
migraƟ on within the region, and presumably with 
Fairbanks. Juneau serves a similar funcƟ on for most 
of Southeast.

Places whose primary in-state migraƟ on is outside 
their regions are spread across the state, and they 
interact mostly with Anchorage. This category in-
cludes most large hub ciƟ es in Western and Northern 
Alaska, such as Bethel and Utqiagvik, as well as larger 
places on the road system, such as Valdez and Tok. 

Many smaller villages’ primary in-state migraƟ on is 
outside their region instead of with a nearby hub. 
This category includes nearly all of the Alaska Penin-
sula and the AleuƟ ans as well as villages in the Lower 
Yukon and ArcƟ c.

Eric Sandberg is a demographer for Research and Analysis in Ju-
neau. Reach him at (907) 465-2437 or eric.sandberg@alaska.gov.

MIGRATION
Continued from page 12


