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Migration by age since 1985
As of 2015-2020, we have net losses across all age groups

By ERIC SANDBERG

Migration has re-
shaped Alaska’s 
population over the 

last three decades. Demo-
graphic details about the 
people who move to and 
from the state, such as their age structure, help il-
luminate these underlying population changes and 
trends.

Some age-related migration patterns have re-
mained consistent while others have shifted over 
time in response to economic conditions or chang-
ing age cohorts. 

First, it’s a maxim that younger people move more 
than older people, which has remained true in 
Alaska. The age profile of migrants both into and 
out of the state has remained relatively steady since 
1985 — they tend to be young. Young adults are less 
“settled” and more subject to economic fluctuations, 
and leaving for college or entering the job market 

elsewhere are typical stages 
of early adulthood. 

Another consistent pattern 
in Alaska is that when older 
people do move, it tends 
to be out. Since 1985, the 
state’s net migration — the 
number who move in minus 

the number who leave — has flipped to negative 
at age 35 on average and remained negative for all 
older age groups, as the bar chart below shows. 

Some patterns have changed in recent years, 
however. Early in the 2010s, Alaska began to lose 
migrants in nearly all age groups, including those 
that had been positive for decades, namely the 20s 
and early 30s. Net losses also accelerated among 
people in their 60s and late teens. 

As of 2015-2020, even people in their late 20s were 
in the net negative category, and Alaska lost mi-
grants in every age group for the first time in the 
35-year study period. 

The rest of this article will look at these age groups 
in more detail, including their patterns by area and 
sex over the last three decades. For an overview of 
Alaska’s broader population trends — our eight-year 
streak of net migration losses and four years of popu-
lation decline — see the sidebar on the next page.  

The overall pattern for migration  
by age in Alaska since 1985
When we create population projections for the 
future, we assume they follow a fairly predictable 
formula because of the ways movement to and 
from Alaska changes through the stages of life. That 
is, the patterns among age groups remain pretty 
consistent.

Children depend on the movement patterns of 
their parents. Older teenagers leave in droves after 
high school for college, jobs, the military, or just to 

Net migration: The number of 
people who move to Alaska 
minus the number who leave

Average yearly net migration 
by age group, 1985 to 2020
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The big picture: The long-term migration trends in Alaska 
In recent years, we’ve written at length about two migration trends affecting Alaska. First, more people have left the 
state than have moved in for eight consecutive years, which is the longest streak going back to World War II. The 
second trend is that this negative net migration — the number in minus the number out — has been large enough 
for the last four years to cause the overall population to shrink. Alaska’s population had been growing in the previ-
ous few years, during the early 2010s, but by much smaller amounts than in preceding decades.

The bar chart below shows each year’s total in-migrants in blue and out-migrants in red, with positive or negative 
net migration emphasized by darker shades.

When looking at the state’s migration trends, it’s important to note that Alaska has long led the nation in yearly 
population turnover. (For more on this, see the March 2018 issue of Trends.) It’s typical for 40,000 to 50,000 people 
to move both into and out of Alaska every year, regardless of economic conditions. These total migration flows are 
called gross migration: the number moving in plus the number moving out, divided by the total population. Alaska’s 
gross migration rate was 12.8 percent annually between 1990 and 2018.
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get out. At the same time, young adults from else-
where flock to Alaska for work, adventure, or other 
lifestyle changes. People become more likely to 
leave Alaska the closer they get to retirement age, 
often seeking warmer climates. Then, few elderly 
people migrate in either direction.

Overall, Alaska’s net migration averaged a loss of 
around 2,400 people every year from 1985 to 2020. 
True to the typical pattern, the steepest loss was 

of those who had just graduated from high school. 
(See the bar graph on the previous page.) Net mi-
gration turned positive for adults in their 20s, with 
net gains topping 600-plus people per year among 
those in their late 20s. 

The net inflow continued into the early 30s, with 35 
as the turning point. After age 35, Alaska lost more 
people than it gained. (Because net migration flips 
to losses at age 35 and children move with their 

https://labor.alaska.gov/trends/mar18.pdf


Age group representation in Alaska’s total population and among its migrants
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Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

parents, Alaska also lost migrant children.)

The net outflow steadily increased from around -130 
per year among those in their late 30s to around 
-500 per year for those in their early 60s. The pat-
tern remained negative among the elderly, but the
losses were smaller with fewer movers overall.

The age breakdowns of the 
population and movers
People under age 40, including children, represent 

about 75 percent of Alaska’s movers. The exhibit 
above shows the age composition of Alaska’s popu-
lation since 1985 and its migrants in both directions. 

Young people are a smaller percentage of Alaska 
than they once were, but adults in their 20s and 
30s still represent the largest shares of movers. 
They fell from 41 percent of the total population in 
the late 1980s to 29 percent in the late 2010s, but 
their representation among migrants only declined 
from 48 percent to 43 percent. 

Older Alaskans have grown as a percentage of the 
population and as a share of total migrants. From 
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1985 to 1990, people 50 and older were just 12 per-
cent of the population and 7 percent of migrants. 
By 2015-2020, they were 31 percent of the popula-
tion and 20 percent of migrants.

Detailed migration since 1985 
for each age group in Alaska
The two-page spread that begins on the next page 
shows the average annual net migration by age 
group since 1985 (blue bars) and the corresponding 
average annual net migration rate (orange line). The 
rate is the average annual net migration divided by 
the average total population for the age group at 
the time.

Kids and teenagers
All three age groups younger than 15 followed a 
similar pattern over those decades: a large net loss 
in the late 1980s, small inflows and outflows in the 
‘90s, net gains during the 2000s and early 2010s, 
and finally net losses in the late 2010s. 

The largest net loss of any age group in the late 
1980s was of 0-4-year-olds, the result of a high 
birth rate and many families leaving Alaska during 
the oil bust recession.

The 15-to-19 group’s net migration has been con-
sistently negative since 1985, registering only one 
slight gain over five years in the early 1990s. 

While older teens trended toward larger losses in 
the 2010s, their lowest numbers and rates were in 
the late 1990s as the large generation born in the 
early ’80s began to graduate from high school. 

In the late 2000s, around the time of the U.S. Great 
Recession, Alaska came close to gaining older teens 
— but the numbers slid sharply negative again and 
have remained so ever since.

Adults in their 20s and 30s
People in their 20s and early 30s have driven 
migration into Alaska since 1985. In the late 1980s, 
adults in their early 20s were the only group young-
er than 70 to register net gains, and they came in 
large numbers in the early and mid-1990s. 

Alaska began to lose people in this age range in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, and the negative out-
flow resumed after brief gains in the late 2000s and 
early 2010s. From 2015 to 2020, Alaska lost about 

700 more movers in their early 20s every year than 
we gained.

Alaska’s biggest net gains are usually of people in 
their late 20s, but we’re now losing migrants in this 
age group for the first time since the late 1980s. 
In the early ‘90s, we reached a peak net gain of 
more than 1,700 a year. That slowed to 500-1,000 
through the mid-2010s, when it began to fall.

The 30-to-34-year-old pattern has been similar. 
Following a sharp drop in that group during the 
late-1980s recession, Alaska attracted migrants in 
their early 30s until the statewide recession of the 
late 2010s drove the numbers into negative terri-
tory again, although to a lesser extent than during 
the ‘80s.

While Alaska loses people in their late 30s and 40s 
overall, certain ages within that range have flipped 
positive a few times since 1985. As mentioned ear-
lier, net migration typically turns negative at age 35 
— but scattered net gains in these age groups have 
driven that turning-point age as high as 50. Overall, 
however, large outflows in the late 1980s and the 
late 2010s offset those smaller positive years.

Adults in their 40s and older
Alaska consistently loses migrants in their 40s. 
Only during the national recession of the late 

About the data 
  
We used Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend applica-
tions to analyze migration by age and sex, with data 
collected and coded back to 1985 at the state level 
and 1990 at the borough or census area level (as 
their borders are currently drawn). 

We adjusted for deaths, the one-year lag in PFD 
eligibility, and to control the age/sex migration data 
to our population estimates.

All data are average annual totals over five years. 
We used these five-year moving averages for age/
sex migration estimates for several reasons, from 
eliminating large outliers in small populations to 
lessening the effects of PFD eligibility lag. In some 
cases, for space, we used 10-year age groups. 

The underlying data are available at: 
https://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop/migration.cfm.

Text continues on page 10

https://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/pop/migration.cfm
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Net migration gains and losses by age group in Alaska, 1985 to 2020
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Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

Net migration gains and losses by age group in Alaska, 1985 to 2020 (cont.)
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Movers even more likely to be men than in the overall population
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2000s, which only brushed Alaska, did the state 
briefly gain movers in that age range.

Likewise, people in their 50s and 60s are more 
likely to leave than move in, and the net losses 
have accelerated since the late 2000s. Alaska’s 
older population is much bigger than it used to be, 
though, with the large baby boomer generation 
moving into the older age groups. So while the net 
losses have grown numerically, the rate shows they 
are proportionately much smaller than during the 
late ’80s and early ’90s when Alaska had a small 
older population.

The net outflow has increased for every age group 
above 65, in both the rate and the total number leav-
ing. It’s most pronounced among those 65 to 69. In 
the late 2010s, their rate fell below -2 percent a year.

Net migration was positive for many of the groups 
older than 70 in the 1980s and 1990s, possibly be-
cause more elderly people joined their relatives in 
Alaska. These age groups were small, however, and 
the growth was slight. As the state’s population 
aged and the groups over 70 grew, their migration 

patterns began to mirror the sharp downward 
trends of the 50-to-69-year-olds.

Men are more likely to move, but 
age patterns similar for both sexes
Alaska has the highest male-to-female ratio of any 
state, at around 106 males per 100 females. While 
our ratio remains unusually high, it has fallen since 
the late 1980s when it was more than 110 per 100, as 
the black line in the above graph shows. 

Most states have a higher ratio of women because 
of the disparity at older ages — women live longer 
— and older people are a larger share of the popula-
tion nationally than in Alaska. At birth, the ratio is 
around 105 boys to 100 girls, but the U.S. has more 
women by age 40. In Alaska, the ratio doesn’t flip 
until around age 75.

The gender gap is even larger among Alaska mi-
grants, as men are far more likely to move in both 
directions. The migrant sex ratio is consistently 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section
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Alaska’s net migration patterns by age and sex, 1985 to 2020 
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Source: Alaska Department of Labor and Workforce Development, Research and Analysis Section

around 120 to 100, up slightly since the late 1980s. 
It’s most skewed toward men between ages 20 and 
59, with the largest gap among those in their 30s 
and 40s (about 135 men per 100 women). 

Thirty-five years ago, the sex ratio of movers in 
their 20s was similar to the population overall (112 
men to 100 women). That steadily diverged, peak-
ing in the late 2000s at 132 to 100 and settling 
around 125 to 100 recently.

Among children and the elderly, the migrant sex 
ratio is closer to the underlying population. Women 
were the majority of migrants over 60 in the early 
1990s, but as that cohort grew, the ratio skewed to-
ward men. And because children move when their 
parents do, their sex ratio mirrors the underlying 
population.

Although migrants are more likely to be men, the 
sexes’ net migration patterns have been similar, with 
just a few exceptions. For example, in the early-to-
mid-1990s, Alaska had a positive inflow of women 
but lost men in their 30s through military realign-
ment.

By the end of the 2010s, Alaska was losing men and 
women across all age groups. The gap in total net 
migration loss has grown to around 700 more men 
than women leaving annually. In total, the state 
loses 4,200 more men and 3,500 more women than 
it gains every year.  

With the large baby boomer generation moving 
into the older age groups, the largest net outflow 
for both sexes is of people 60 and older. In the late 
2010s, both sexes lost more than 1,000 movers 
over 60 each year. That was a big shift from the late 
1980s when people under 40 represented most of 
the loss for both sexes.

Migration by area includes 
people moving within the state
The two-page spread that begins on the next page 
shows net migration by age at the regional or 
borough/census area level by 10-year age groups, 
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Age groups’ net migration gains and losses by area, 1990 to 2020
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Age groups’ net migration gains and losses by area, 1990 to 2020 (cont.)



14    MARCH 2021    ALASKA ECONOMIC TRENDS MAGAZINE

SOUTHEAST
Continued from page 17

starting in 1990. Note that the vertical axis num-
bers change for different areas because their scales 
of migration differ widely.

It ’s also important to note that net migration by 
area doesn’t necessarily mean net gains or losses 
for the state, as some people move within Alaska. 
Rural residents in particular often move to the 
state’s larger communities.

Large swings in Anchorage 
and steady growth in Mat-Su
The Anchorage/Matanuska-Susitna Region drives 
many statewide trends, as it’s home to over half 
of the state’s population. The region draws people 
from other parts of Alaska, and it also has large 
flows both into and out 
of Alaska. 

The closeness of the two 
along the Glenn Highway 
allows for daily commut-
ing. This created a large 
outflow from Anchorage 
to Mat-Su, which has 
more available land and 
cheaper housing.

Anchorage’s historically positive net migration 
swung negative for many age groups during the last 
decade. 

For a long time, the city attracted people in their 
20s and at times, such as the 1990s, they were the 
only positive age group. Their net inflow was as 
high as 1,000 per year in the 2000s and early 2010s.

At Anchorage’s net migration peak in the 2000s, 
every age group under 50 was positive. (Those over 
50 have always left in greater numbers.) But in the 
late 2010s, as Alaska dipped into a recession, all age 
groups swung negative. The resulting net loss ex-
ceeded 4,000 migrants per year and was especially 
noticeable among those 60 and older, the net loss of 
whom surpassed 1,000 a year.

The Matanuska-Susitna Borough is a different sto-
ry. Sheltered from statewide migration trends by a 
steady flow from Anchorage, the borough gained 
across all age groups until the last five years. The 
2015-2020 period registered slight losses for the 
first time of people in their 20s and those 60-plus. 
Young families drove Mat-Su’s recent net inflow, 
with the strongest gains among children under 10 
and their 30-something parents. 

Mat-Su continues to gain residents through net 
migration — it’s one of just three boroughs to grow 
overall in the last few years — but net migration 
gains have declined from more than 2,500 per year 
during the early 2000s to under 1,000 recently.

Kenai Peninsula the only area 
to attract migrants over 50
In the Gulf Coast Region, which stretches from Ko-
diak through Prince William Sound and the Copper 
River Basin, trends differ considerably between the 
Kenai Peninsula and the less populated rural areas.

Since 1990, the Kenai Peninsula Borough’s net flow 
has been mostly positive, driven by young families 
and older adults. The borough tends to lose people 

in their teens and 20s, 
then gain people in 
their 30s plus their kids. 
Kenai’s large net gain 
of people in their 50s 
is unusual for Alaska; 
before 2010, the area 
even gained migrants 60 
and older.

The rest of the Gulf 
Coast has lost people in all age groups aside from a 
few years in the early 1990s and around the nation-
al Great Recession of the late 2000s. 

Kodiak Island, the largest of the region’s other 
borough equivalents, gained migrants in the early 
1990s, likely through military base realignment. In 
the non-Kenai Gulf Coast, when age groups were 
positive, it was usually families with children. 

Interior mostly negative across 
the board for the last 30 years
The Interior’s migration is dominated by Fairbanks, 
which is home to over 85 percent of the region’s 
population. 

Fairbanks has lost people to net migration for most 
of the past 30 years. Through the 1990s, people in 
their 20s were the only net positive group, in line 
with Fairbanks’ university and military presence. 
The mid-2000s brought a single large influx of 
people in their 20s and 30s, plus their children, but 
net migration dropped in the early 2010s and all 
age groups were negative during the recent state-
wide recession.

Mat-Su gained residents through 
net migration across all age 
groups until the last five years.
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Elsewhere in the Interior, the net losses of teens and 
young adults usually offset small gains among fami-
lies. People in their 30s and occasionally their 40s, 
with their children, drove positive net migration into 
these areas, but that inflow dwindled in the 2010s.

Through the 1990s and 2000s, large net outflows of 
teens and people in their 20s alone were extreme 
enough to flip net migration negative. The losses let 
up a bit in the 2010s, but these areas also began to 
lose more people 60 and older.

Juneau trends downward; rest 
of Southeast lost big in late ’90s
Aside from Juneau, Southeast Alaska has struggled 
with net migration losses for a long time. The re-
gion’s older population and low 
birth rates combined with mi-
gration losses produced low or 
no population growth, or even 
loss in some areas, for decades.

In Juneau, the state capital, 
younger adults and older adults 
moved in diverging patterns. 
Through the 1990s and early 
2000s, migrants in their 30s and 
to a lesser extent their 20s drove most of the city’s 
inflow. 

After a brief period of across-the-board net losses in 
Juneau in the mid-2000s, these two age groups plus 
people in their 40s drove another influx. By the late 
2010s, though, every age group was negative again. 
The net outflow topped 400 migrants per year.

The over-50 group has been negative for the entire 
30-year period and was Juneau’s largest out-group 
before the late 2000s. That was probably linked to 
the younger population overall and possibly to the 
state government retirement system because of Ju-
neau’s large concentration of government jobs. Over 
the last 10 to 15 years, those 60 and over became 
the most negative group and began to drive Juneau’s 
out-migration.

The rest of Southeast’s net migration has been 
mostly negative since 1990. The largest net outflow, 
which topped 800 people per year at its peak, came 
during the late 1990s and early 2000s when pulp mill 
closures in Ketchikan and Sitka created peak out-
flows for every age group between teens and 50s. 

Over the last 10-15 years, 
people over age 60 drove 
migration out of Juneau.

Since the mid-2000s, the non-Juneau parts of South-
east have seen some net inflow, led by movers in 
their 30s and their children. Only a couple of five-
year periods were positive overall, however. Net 
outflow increased among adults 60 and older in the 
late 2010s, as it did elsewhere in the state. 

Northern and Southwest now 
lose migrants in all age groups
The two remaining economic regions generally lose 
migrants of all ages, although many of their out-mi-
grants remain in the state and relocate to larger cities 
such as Anchorage. However, because birth rates in 
the Northern and Southwest regions are high, their 
populations tend to grow despite the net outflow. 

The Northern region’s net 
migration losses averaged less 
than 200 people annually in the 
1990s, but all age groups have 
been negative since. The largest 
losses were of teens, then those 
in their 20s and 30s. 

The net outflow remained less 
than -200 in the late 2000s and 
early 2010s but increased again 

later in the decade. In addition to high school gradu-
ates, adults over 60 began leaving the Northern 
Region in greater numbers.

Southwest’s swings were more extreme and mostly 
negative across the board. In the early 1990s, the re-
gion lost a large group with the closing of Adak Naval 
Station in the Aleutian Islands, which overwhelmed 
the rest of the data. 

By the early 2000s, net losses totaled less than 400 a 
year and were mostly teenagers. By the end of that 
decade, more families were leaving the Southwest 
Region, and so were younger adults. 

Southwest’s net migration briefly turned positive 
in the early 2010s, especially among people in their 
30s and 40s. Then, similar to the Northern Region, 
the outflow grew across all age groups in the 2010s. 
By the decade’s end, Southwest’s net losses totaled 
nearly 800 migrants a year. 

 
 
Eric Sandberg is a demographer in Juneau. Reach him at (907) 465-
2437 or eric.sandberg@alaska.gov.
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Gauging The Economy

Where are the most 
recent numbers? 
Due to scheduled annual revisions, 
the data we use to generate the 
monthly unemployment rate and job 
numbers aren’t available for March 
issues of Trends. We will release 
two months’ worth of data in March, 
then print February’s numbers in the 
next issue. 
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