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Veasurincr Alaska's 

by John Boucher 

PI ow much does it cost to live in Alaska? 
How much has  Alaska's cost of living in- 
creased? These are two of the most frequent- 
ly asked questions of the Alaska Department 
of Labor's Research and Analysis section. In 
answer to these questions, this article pro- 
vides some of the  latest cost of living mea- 
surements available for Alaska and explains 
the uses and limitations of these data. 

A measure of inflation 
or cost differentials? 

Two types of cost of living measurements are 
available for Alaska. If you are interested in 
how prices have changed in a particular 
place, commonly referred to as  the inflation 
rate, you should use the  Consumer Price 
Index (CPI). If you're interested in cost dif- 
ferences between two places-"Is i t  more 
expensive to live in Fairbanks than Seat- 
tle?"-then a cost of living measurement like 
the American Chamber of Commerce Re- 
searchers Association (ACCRA) index or the 
Runzheimer International study would best 
suit your needs. 

Be aware of the method 
and the market basket 

Since i t  is too expensive to price every item 
available to purchase, cost of living surveys 
track prices of a sample of items from com- 
mon expenditure categories (such as hous- 
ing expenses, medical expenses, food expens- 
es, etc.). This sample of items is called the 
survey's market basket. Most surveys gear 
their market baskets toward a "typical" con- 
sumer. 

When using a cost of living survey, it's a good 
idea to know what the  survey's market bas- 
ket is, and whose buying habits the survey 
simulates. All surveys give a list of the items 

represent consumption patterns of 80 per- 
cent of all urban consumers in the nation. 
The other surveys in this article have a nar- 
rower focus. 

The CPI-the nation's inflation measure 

The majority of requests for Alaska's cost of 
living ask about the inflation rate. The Con- 
sumer Price Index (CPI) is a national survey 
designed to answer questions about price 
changes. CPI information is often used to 
adjust rents, wages or other monetary pay- 
ments for the  effects of inflation. 

John Boucher is a labor 
economist with the 

To ~ r o d u c e  the CPI. the U.S. D e ~ a r t m e n t  of Research & Analvsis 
~ a b o r ' s  Bureau of-Labor ~ t a t k t i c s  (BLS)  section^ ~dmin i sk t i ve  

Services Division, Alaska gathers prices in 85 metropolitan areas Department of Labor. He 
throughout the country. Anchorage is the  is located in Juneau. 
only city in Alaska surveyed; consequently, 
the Anchorage CPI is the only "Alaskan" 

Anchorage Medical Costs 
Outpace Housing Costs 

200 
- All Items 

- ' .' Housing 

+ Medical 

consumer(s) the  market basket represents. 
For example, the Consumer Price Index for 80 
All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) is designed to 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor SlalIslics. 
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Consumer Price Index-All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) U.S. City Average- 
All ltems & Anchorage, Alaska-All ltems Annual Averages, 1960-1 993 

Pct. Pct. 
Change Change 

U.S. from Anch. from 
Year Average Prev. Yr. Average Prev. Yr. 

Pct. Pct. 
Change Change 

U.S. fro] 
Year Average Prev. Y 

2nd half '89 
2nd half '90 
2nd half '91 
2nd half '92 
2nd half '93 

Source: U S .  Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Housing Is 40% of Anchorage CPI-U 
Relative Importance of the Components, December 1993 

Food & beverages 
16.5% 

Entertainment 
6.7% 

Other goods & services 1 
5.7% Medical care 

inflation measure. Unfortunately, Anchor- 
age's inflation rate may not reflect price 
changes in every area of the  state. In gener- 
al, however, Anchorage price trends reflect 
changes in the cost of living for most Alas- 
kans. If the Anchorage CPI doesn't adequate- 
ly measure inflation in your area, you can 
choose a different area to measure inflation. 
Some users prefer to use Seattle's CPI, for 
example. But a s  a matter of practice, most 
Alaskan users prefer to use the  Anchorage 
CPI rather than another area's CPI. 

From an official standpoint, the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics recommends using the na- 
tional CPI-U (U.S. City average) to adjust for 
the effects of inflation. BLS recommends 
this because the  smaller size of the  local area 
samples make them more prone to measure- 
ment errors. When you compare the Anchm- 
age and the U.S. City CPIs since 1960, infla- 
tion has been significantly lower in Anchor- 
age during the last 30 years than i t  has been 
in the rest of the nation. (See Table 1.) This 
is predominantly due to the difference in the 
rate of inflation for housing costs in Anchor- 
age compared to the  other areas in the CPI 
survey. 

Source: U. S. Department of Labor, Bureau 01 Labor Statistics. 
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T a b l e 0 2  
Housing key to 
Anchorage Selected Components of the CPI-U, U.S. City Average & 
inflation rate Anchorage, Alaska-1 983-1 993 Annual Averages 
Analyzing inflation 
rates among expen- 
diture categories can 
help clarify how dif- 
ferent parts  of the  
market basket affect 
the overall CPI. (See 
Figure 1.) For exam- 
ple, since the  early 
1980s h e a l t h  care  
costs have risen more 
rapidly than has  the 
overall Anchorage 
CPI, while housing 

ALL ITEMS LESS SHELTER HOUSING 

Pct. Chg 
U S .  from Anch. 

Average Prev. Yr. Average 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 

Pct. Chg 
U.S. from Anch. 

Average Prev. Yr. Average 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. Year 

costs lagged behind 
until recently. (See 

TRANSPORTATION FOOD & BEVERAGES 

Table 2.)  Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 
U.S. 

Average 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 

Pet. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 
U.S. 

Average 
Anch. 

Average 
Anch. 

Average Year 
While h e a l t h  care  
costs have shot up in 
recent years, overall 
inflation has not fol- 
lowed. That's because 
of the relative weight 
health care expendi- 
tures are given in the 
consumer's overall 
budget. Each com- 
modity group is giv- 
en a weight-its con- 
tribution to the over- 
a l l  cost  of l iving.  
Health care costs, for 
example, accounted 
for 5.3% of the total 
cost of living in the 
December 1993 in- 
dex. Housing costs, 
on the  other hand, 
accounted for 40.5% 
of the Anchorage CPI 
during the  same pe- 
riod. (See Figure 2.) 

MEDICAL CARE APPAREL & UPKEEP 

Pct. Chg 
U.S. from Anch. 

Average Prev. Yr. Average 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. 

Pct. Chg 
U.S. from Anch. 

Average Prev. Yr. Average 

Pct. Chg 
from 

Prev. Yr. Year 

The strong influence that  housing costs have 
on the overall Anchorage CPI was particu- 
larly noticeable the last  several years. From 
1986 to 1988, falling housing costs offset 
increases in other components of the CPI, 
resulting in very low inflation during these 
three years. The recent increase in inflation 
in Anchorage is largely due to the change in 

the housing market. When the  housing source:U.S.DePa*mentof 
Labor, Bureau of Labor component jumped from a 0.9% increase in Statistics, 

1989 to a 7.9% increase in 1990, Anchorage 
inflation followed suit, going from a 2.9% to 
a 6.2% increase. Since 1990, Anchorage's 
tighter housing market is the primary rea- 
son for its inflation ra te  being higher than 
the rest of the nation's. 
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Cost of Food for a Week in 21 
Alaskan Communities-December 1993 

Community 

Anchorage 
Barrow 
Bethel 
Cordova 
Delta 
Dillingham 
Dutch Harbor 
Fairbanks 
Galena 
Homer 
Juneau 
Kenai 
Ketchikan 
Kodiak 
MatSu 
Nome 
Petersburg 
Sitka 
Tanana 
Tok 
Unalakleet 

Notes: Costs are for a family of 
four with elementary school 
children. 

Sales tax included in food cost. 

Source: "Cost of Food for a 
Week," December 1993. 
University of Alaska Cooperative 
Extension Service, U.S. 
Deparlment ofAgriculture and 
SEA Grant Cooperating. 

Cost of 
Food, 

1 Week 

$88.31 
189.00 
142.92 
140.70 
115.25 
156.66 
166.92 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. 

100 
2 14 
162 
159 
131 
177 
189 

The housing component is unique in the CPI, 
especially in  regard to homeownership costs. 
The CPI uses a method called rental equiua- 
lency which assumes that  the consumer has 
just purchased or rented a home. To gauge 
housing expenditures, this method can have 
some shortcomings. In areas where housing 
prices andlor rents are changing rapidly, the 
inflation ra te  for the housing portion of the 
CPI could be exaggerated for homeowners 
who have a long-term fixed-rate mortgage. 
This is because their monthly house pay- 
ments tend not to fluctuate to the extent that  
house prices and rents do. For this reason, 
the overall CPI figures can understate the 
inflation rate for homeowners during peri- 
ods of rapidly declining house prices. The 
opposite is true during a period of rapidly 
increasing house prices and rents. To mea- 
sure inflation without the housing compo- 
nent, BLS publishes a special index which 
excludes housing-related costs-the All Items 
Less Shelter Index. (See Table 2.) When com- 
paring the national All Items Less Shelter 
index to the  Anchorage All Items Less Shel- 
ter index, there is a much smaller difference 

in the rate of inflation for Anchorage con- 
sumers over the long term than is indicated 
by comparing the All-Items indexes. 

CPI measures inflation- 
not costs between locations 

CPI users should be aware 
misinterpretation of the CPI 
curs when users compare ( 

among areas. For example, 
annual average Anchorage C 
lower than the United Statc 
144.5. This does not mean th 
has a lower cost of living than 
United States. The CPI measi 
not costs. The lower Anchorag 
means tha t  Anchorage prices L a v r ;  15C11 

as  quickly as  prices in the  rest  of the U.S. 
since the early 1980s. (The base period, or 
when the two indexes equaled 100, is 1982- 
84.) 

Three place-to-place comparisons- 
each with different results 

There are different studies available to com- 
pare living costs between places. Due pri- 
marily to methodology differences, each sur- 
vey shows a different result when you com- 
pare living costs between locations. 

One available cost of living measurement is 
the University of Alaska's Cost of Food a t  
Home study. I t  measures the cost to feed 
various size families in different locations 
in Alaska. The food basket provides a min- 
imum level of nutrition to an individual or 
family a t  the lowest possible cost. The re- 
port also contains comparative information 
on some utility and fuel costs. One of its 
strengths is wide geographic coverage of 
Alaska. I t  provides comparative measures 
for Alaskan locations no other cost survey 
covers. I ts  primary weakness is that  i t  only 
measures food and some utility costs. While 
important components of any consumer bud- 
get, food and utility costs alone don't pro- 
vide a complete cost of living differential 
measurement. 

Comparing living costs between Alaskan 
communities i s  complicated by several fac- 
tors. Some goods and services available in 
larger cities are not readily available in 
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Cost of Food at Home for a Week in Eight Alaskan Cities, 1978-1993 

Mol 
Yr 

9/78 
9/79 
9/80 
9/81 
9/82 
9/83 
9/84 
9/85 
9/86 
9/87 
9/88 
9/89 
9/90 
919 1 
9/92 
9/93 

Anch. Fbks. 

$76.67 $84.15 
82.18 89.39 
88.44 90.54 
86.69 98.47 
77.30 92.09 
81.66 83.79 
84.22 91.26 
89.06 90.08 
87.25 90.61 
88.90 85.12 
90.99 94.74 
93.80 94.33 
98.73 103.49 

102.84 114.65 
100.46 92.31 
97.89 93.42 

Pct. Pct. 
of of 

Anch. Juneau Anch. Bethel 

$114.05 
129.16 
130.87 
138.66 
125.50 
128.30 
136.54 
138.13 
137.96 
140.81 
137.57 
140.65 
146.92 
152.49 
142.51 
147.84 

rural areas. The buying habits of urban 
residents can vary dramatically from rural 
residents, which can confuse cost of living 
comparisons. The contributions of subsis- 
tence to a household food budget can also 
complicate cost of living comparisons. The 
Cost of Food survey assumes that  all foods 
are purchased in the  local community-none 
is acquired through subsistence means or 
from merchants outside of the community. 

Food costs are higher in rural Alaska 

Table 3 shows the cost of food for a week for 
a family of four with elementary school chil- 
dren for 21 communities. The December 
1993 figures show tha t  Anchorage had the 
lowest food costs of the areas surveyed. The 
survey has consistently shown that  larger 
cities in Alaska have food costs which are 
fairly comparable to those in Anchorage. 

Overall, food costs tend to have three tiers in 
Alaska. The largest urban areas have the 
lowest food costs. Smaller communities on a 
major distribution system like a road or the 
Alaska Marine Highway tend to have slight- 
ly higher costs than the urban areas. The 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. 

148.8 
157.2 
148.0 
159.9 
162.4 
157.1 
162.1 
155.1 
158.1 
158.4 
151.2 
149.9 
148.8 
148.3 
141.9 
151.0 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. Kodiak 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. 

112.4 

128.5 
137.7 
121.5 
120.9 
117.4 
128.2 
132.8 
156.5 
124.4 
124.0 
127.9 

Kenai 

$82.48 
100.41 
120.84 

86.98 
87.97 
91.47 
92.78 
96.95 
95.53 

104.20 
103.21 
111.88 
109.60 
111.61 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. Tok 

Pct. 
of 

Anch. 

123.0 
132.4 

144.5 
130.5 
142.3 
132.2 
131.5 
148.6 
132.7 
139.5 
132.3 
139.9 

Cost of Food a t  Home survev has  consistent- Notes: Family of lour with 

ly shown that  the highest food costs are ~~~~~'~~~~~~~~ 
found in isolated communities suvvlied vri- prices. 

marily by air. In  places such as  fiithel i n d  ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ g ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ $  

Nome, food costs are 50 to 75 percent higher datasubstituted. 

than in Anchorage. 
- Data unavailable 

The urbanlrural cost differential in the  Cost source: "Cost of Foodat Home 
for a Week," September 1978 to of Food a t  Home study presents an  interest- seotember 1993, Universitvof 

ing contrast between Alaska and other areas ~ l a s k a  CooperaNve ~xieniion 

o f t h e  United States. Other surveys show ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ S p ' ~ ~ ~ , ! , ~ f  
that  in the Lower 48, large urban areas tend Cooperating. - - 
to have higher living costs, including food 
costs, than less populated areas. The oppo- 
site is true in Alaska. The cost of food and 
other basics such as  fuel are  higher in  rural  
Alaskan communities than in the state's 
urban centers. 

Another interesting point about this survey 
is that  the three-tier structure of food costs 
in Alaska has not changed much during the  
last 15 years. Table 4 shows the  difference in 
the  cost of food between Anchorage and oth- 
er Alaskan communities. I t  also shows the 
changes in costs over time within several 
communities in  the study. 
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T a b l e 0 5  

ACCRA Cost 
20 Highest Cost Urban 

of the limited num- 
ber of items priced, 
percentage differenc- 
e s  be tween  a r e a s  
should not be treated 
a s  exact measures. 
S m a l l  differences 
should not be con- 
strued a s  significant, 
or even as  a correct 
indication of which 
area is  the more ex- 
pensive. Aside from 
the limited number of 
items priced, the AC- 
CRA index also does 
not take state and lo- 
ca l  t axes  in to  ac- 
count. This is in part 
due to the difficulty 
in reliably measuring 
an area's tax burden. 

of Living lndex 
Areas-4th Quarter 1993 

All 
Items 
Index 

Misc. 
Goods & 
Services 

139.1 
135.8 
108.4 
123.6 
125.4 

106.1 
121.0 
117.3 
111.8 
112.3 
99.4 

108.4 

101.4 
108.9 
110.7 
103.7 
107.3 
113.6 
107.8 
104.2 

3 
5 
4 
1 
2 

Grocery Health 
Care 

197.0 
177.7 
150.9 
169.4 
174.4 

134.1 
186.8 
129.1 
111.0 
157.4 
101.1 
111.6 

105.5 
104.4 
108.4 
120.1 
119.5 
109.2 
121.8 
117.5 

4 
2 
5 
1 
3 

City 1tem; Housing Utilities 

Ketchikan, AK 
Kodiak, AK 
Boston, MA 
Juneau ,  AK 
Anchorage, AK 
Los Angeles- 
Long Beach, CA 

Fairbanks,  AK 
S a n  Diego, CA 
Philadelphia, PA 
Seattle, WA 
Boulder, CO 
San ta  Fe, NM 
Washington, DC 

(Prince William, VA) 
Buffalo, NY 
Boca Raton, FL 
Chicago, IL (Wheaton) 
Manchester, NH 
Visalia, CA 
Wilmington, DE 
Rochester, NY 

Five Alaskan cities 
are  included in the 
most recently pub- 
lished ACCRA study 
(4th quarter 1993)- 
Anchorage,  F a i r -  
b a n k s ,  J u n e a u ,  
Ketchikan and Kodi- 
ak.  The 4th Quarter 
1993 ACCRA d a t a  
show tha t  the Alas- 
kan cities are among 
the seven highest cost 
areas surveyed. (See 

Ranking of Alaska Cities by Category 

Anchorage, AK 
Fairbanks,  AK 
Juneau,  AK 
Ketchikan, AK 
Kodiak, AK 

ACCRA places Alaskan Source: American Chamber of 
Commerce Researchers 
Association, Urban Area Index 
Data, 4th Quarter 1993 (302 
urban areas surveyed). 

Table 5.) Fairbanks has  the lowest index of 
the five Alaskan cities in the ACCRA study; 
however, the differences between Anchor- 
age, Fairbanks and Juneau were relatively 
small. According to the index, all three of 
these communities have a cost oflivingrough- 
ly 30 percent higher than the all cities' aver- 
age. 

cities among most expensive 

Another cost of living measure is provided 
by the American Chamber of Commerce Re- 
searchers Association (ACCRA). The AC- 
CRA cost of living study compares costs for 
roughly 300 cities in the United States, in- 
cluding several in Alaska. The ACCRA study 
is  intended to replicate the consumption pat- 
t e rns  of a mid-management executive's 
household. 

The five Alaska cities in the ACCRA study 
were among the highest cost cities surveyed 
for se&al of the six major components of the 
ACCRA index. Kodiak had the highest index 
for groceries and utilities. Ketchikan had the 
highest housing, transportation, health care 
and other miscellaneous goods and services 
costs. 

In  the ACCRA study, a standardized list of 
59 items is  priced during a fixed period of 
time. The average price data for every urban 
area are then converted into a n  index num- 
ber for each expenditure category. Because 
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ACCRA points to 
a smaller 
difference in 
housing costs 

Housing costs have 
always been thought 
of as  exceptionally 
high in Alaska. Al- 
though they are high, 
the ACCRA housing 
index shows t h a t  
some a reas  in  t h e  
nation have compa- 
rable housing costs. 
Generally, the lowest 
rankings for Alaskan 
cities were  i n  t h e  
ACCRA housing or 
transportation cost 
indexes. The Anchor- 
age uti l i t ies index 
was lower than one- 
third of the cities in 
the ACCRA study. 

Comparative figures 
for Alaskan cities and 
other cities around 
the nation are  pre- 
sented in  Tables 6 
and 7. Table 6 shows 
the ACCRA cost of liv- 
ing indexes while Ta- 
ble 7 contains prices 
for some of the goods 
and services in the 
ACCRA study. 

The ACCRA cost of 
living study i s  de- 
signed for spending 
p a t t e r n s  found i n  

City 

West 
Anchorage, AK 
Fairbanks, AK 
Juneau, AK 
Ketchikan, AK 
Kodiak, AK 
Boise, ID 
Las Vegas, NV 
Portland, OR 
San Diego, CA 
Seattle, WA 

SouthwesWMountain 
Dallas, TX 
Denver, CO 
Phoenix, AZ 
Salt Lake City, UT 
Santa Fe, NM 

Midwest 
Columbus, OH 
Lafayette, IN 
Omaha, NE 
Wichita, KS 

Southeast 
Atlanta, GA 
Baton Rouge, LA 
Birmingham, AL 
Miami, FL 
Raleigh, NC 

ACCRA Cost of Living lndex 
for Selected Cities-4th Quarter 1993 

All Misc. 
Items Grocery Transpor- Health Goods & 
Index Items Housing Utilities tation Care Services 

AtlanticlNew England 
Boston, MA 137.1 119.1 171.9 180.6 117.9 150.9 108.4 
Buffalo, NY 114.5 116.2 116.8 133.2 113.4 104.4 108.9 
Manchester, NH 114.0 101.1 119.8 148.0 105.1 119.5 107.3 
Philadelphia, PA 128.4 116.1 148.8 175.9 110.9 111.0 111.8 

major American urban centers. The data 
collected in the pricing survey attempt to 
match the  items found in urban areas. This 
process tends to ignore spending patterns 
found in atypical areas. For example, the 
transportation costs in  the  ACCRA study 
include items such as  bus fare, the  price of a 
gallon of gasoline, and automobile wheel 
balancing. This i s  problematic for Alaskan 
communities because air transportation is a 
more common, and more expensive, mode of 
travel. 

Runzheimer study shows Source: American Chamber of 
Commerce Researchers 

smaller cost of living differential Association, Urban Area Index 
Data, 4th Quarter 1993 (302 
uhan areas surveyed). 

A slightly different approach to calculating 
living-cost differences between cities is tak- 
en in the  Runzheimer Living Cost Standards 
survey. Runzheimer International, a pri- 
vate research firm contracted by the  Alaska 
Department of Labor's Workers' Compensa- 
tion Division, looked a t  the comparative in- 
come necessary to maintain a certain stan- 
dard of living in different areas of the  coun- 
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T a b I e o 7  

Average Price for Selected Goods & Services in Selected U.S. Cities 

RegionICity 

West 
Anchorage, AK 
Fairbanks, AK 
Juneau, AK 
Ketchikan, AK 
Kodiak, AK 
Boise, ID 
Las Vegas, NV 
Portland, OR 
San Diego, CA 
Seattle, WA 

Southwest/Mountain 
Dallas, TX 
Denver, CO 
Phoenix, AZ 
Salt Lake City, UT 
Santa Fe, NM 

Midwest 
Columbus, OH 
Lafayette, IN 
Omaha, NE 
Wichita, KS 

Southeast 
Atlanta, GA 
Baton Rouge, LA 
Birmingham, AL 
Miami, FL 
Raleigh, NC 

NortheastlAtlantic 
Boston, MA 
Buffalo, NY 
Manchester, NH 
Philadelphia, PA 

ALL CITIES MEAN 'I 

1 Ib. 
Ground 

Beef 

$1.50 
1.80 
1.87 
1.68 
2.09 
1.56 
1.25 
1.83 
1.48 
1.76 

1.63 
1.32 
1.51 
1.40 
1.02 

1.54 
1.71 
1.36 
0.99 

1.91 
1.40 
1.60 
1.82 
1.45 

1.67 
2.39 
1.65 
1.84 

1.53 

- Data not available. 

' /Al l  cities mean is the 
arithmetic mean price of all 302 
cities in the 4th Quarter 1993 
survey. 

Source: American Chamber of 
Commerce Researchers 
Association, Cost of Living 
Index, Average Price Data, 4th 
Quarter 1993 (302 urban areas 
surveyed). 

112 gal. 
Whole 

Milk 

$2.18 
2.01 
1.93 
2.10 
2.39 
1.45 
1.38 
1.46 
1.51 
1.60 

1.57 
1.58 
1.46 
1.72 
1.77 

1.25 
1.51 
1.36 
1.24 

1.42 
1.30 
1.45 
1.46 
1.47 

1.40 
1.25 
1.16 
1.23 

1.40 

1 doz. 
Grade A 
Lg. Eggs 

$1.48 
1.42 
1.01 
0.98 
1.52 
0.87 
1.11 
0.94 
1.74 
1.12 

1.01 
0.78 
0.74 
0.87 
0.80 

0.71 
0.82 
0.78 
0.71 

0.73 
0.86 
0.80 
0.83 
0.96 

1.24 
0.90 
0.93 
1.02 

0.85 

2 BR 
Apt. Rent House 

1 lb. (Unfurn. Purchase 
Coffee ear. utils.) Price 

$166,061 
143,600 
166,995 
212,167 
187,500 
130,917 
137,000 
142,500 
207,500 
181,596 

108,713 
136,604 
107,863 
98,755 

157,125 

128,888 
117,517 

98,620 
114,258 

116,620 
112,650 
122,200 
121,829 
120,880 

214,232 
146,925 
137,500 
179,084 

116,831 

t ry.  Runzheimer's approach takes into ac- 
count certain elements left out of the ACCRA 
cost of living measure, such as  a n  area's tax 
rates. 

In the Runzheimer study, a "base" family 
was created-two parents and two children. 
They own their home, a 1,500 square foot 
single-family home with 3 bedrooms and 1.5 
baths. They drive one automobile, a late 
model Ford Tempo, approximately 16,000 
miles annually. This family has  a n  income of 

Total 
Energy 

Cost 

$118 
159 
180 
191 
221 

83 
97 
7 2 
83 
55 

138 
99 

117 
9 1  

105 

128 
119 
111 
110 

124 
144 
130 
142 
119 

211 
145 
171 
209 

112 

1 gal. 
Gas 

$1.14 
1.24 
1.63 
1.58 
1.54 
1.22 
1.30 
1.30 
1.25 
1.20 

1.12 
1.14 
1.21 
1.06 
1.37 

1.09 
1.02 
1.16 
1.06 

0.95 
1.12 
1.07 
1.19 
1.06 

1.17 
1.22 
1.09 
1.11 

1.11 

Hospital 
Room 

$557 
426 
390 
478 
5 18 
378 
3 16 
462 
566 
5 16 

379 
432 
395 
388 
305 

283 
358 
275 
4 13 

302 
340 
388 
439 
276 

581 
314 
436 
427 

328 

McDonald's 
Office Quarter 

Visit pounder 
Doctor w l  cheese 

Mens' 
Levi's 

5011505 

$29.56 
35.99 
28.48 
35.77 
36.41 
30.17 
31.19 
26.77 
24.69 
26.32 

32.65 
27.77 
33.15 
29.37 
29.96 

38.79 
38.99 
28.19 
27.42 

29.17 
27.97 
34.48 
33.75 
28.72 

30.59 
32.79 
34.99 
31.50 

30.97 

$32,000 in Standard City, a fictitious city 
which has  costs close to the median of all the 
cities in the survey. The standard of living 
attainable in Standard City was then priced 
in each of the surveyed areas. 

The Runzheimer survey shows tha t  Anchor- 
age, Fairbanks and Juneau have a moder- 
ately higher cost of living than the other 
areas surveyed. The cost of living in these 
three Alaska locations ranges from 4.8% to 
12.0% above Standard City. (See Table 8.) 

8 Alaska Economic Trends June 1994 



West 
Sta te  of Alaska, 

Composite 
Anchorage, AK 
Fairbanks, AK 
Juneau,  AK 
Boise, ID 
Las Vegas, NV 
Portland, OR 
S a n  Diego, CA 
Seattle, WA 

SouthwesVMountain 
Dallas, TX 
Denver, CO 
Phoenix, AZ 
Salt  Lake City, UT 
Santa  Fe, NM 

Midwest 
Columbus, OH 
Lafayette, IN 
Omaha, NE 
Wichita, KS 

Southeast 
Atlanta, GA 
Baton Rouge, LA 
Birmingham, AL 
Miami, FL 
Raleigh, NC 

AtlanticlNew England 
Concord, NH 
Norfolk, VA 
Portland, ME 

STANDARD 
CITY, USA 

T a b l e 0 8  

Runzheimer International Living Cost Standards 
December 1993 

Total 
Costs 

$34,517 
34,157 
33,545 
35,846 
29,387 
32,294 
33,751 
39,007 
34,984 

30,869 
31,906 
30,204 
31,070 
33,246 

32,563 
30,073 
31,333 
29,698 

32,063 
28,655 
30,264 
33,216 
32,112 

33,867 
31,900 
32,423 

32,000 

Pct. 
of Std. 

City Taxation 

For comparison purposes, many of the  cities 
which appear in the  ACCRA data in Tables 
6 and 7 are included in the  Runzheimer data 
in Table 8. 

Lower taxes contribute 
to lower living costs 

The component indexes of the Alaskan cities 
in the Runzheimer study range from 10 to 
20 percent above the average cost of living 
except the taxation component. The Run- 

Pct. 
of Std. 

City 

89.4 
88.8 
88.7 
90.8 

100.5 
85.3 

107.3 
94.9 
94.0 

101.1 
94.2 
94.7 

104.8 
86.5 

112.2 
102.9 
108.1 
98.4 

103.7 
87.2 
97.6 
97.6 

108.2 

111.4 
102.6 
103.7 

- 

Mist. 
Pct. Pct. Goods & Pct. 

Trans- of Std. of Std. Services, of Std. 
portation City Housing City Other City 

zheimer study indicates that  the portion of source: RunzheimehLiving 
Cost Index, December 1993. income that  goes to taxes in Alaska is about 

10 to 12 percent below the  average of the  
areas studied. This is the main reason why 
the  Runzheimer index does not show An- 
chorage's, Fairbanks' and Juneau's living 
costs a s  high as  the cost of purchasing goods 
and services would indicate. Another factor 
to remember is that  Runzheimer does not 
take into account a program like Alaska's 
Permanent Fund Dividend. If every mem- 
ber of the fictitious Runzheimer family re- 
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ceived an  Alaska Permanent Fund check, 
tha t  would add about $3,700 to the house- 
hold's pre-tax income. This amounts to a 
significant reduction in the overall tax bur- 
den on Alaskans. 

Summary 

When looking a t  cost of living information, 
first decide what type of comparison needs to 
be made. Are you interested in how prices 
have changed over time, or how costs differ 
between places? The answer narrows the 
field of appropriate cost of living surveys. 

Next decide on the suitability of different 
surveys-some surveys look a t  subsets of 
the  total cost of living package, such as the 
Cost of Food a t  Home survey. Some surveys 
might look a t  a population unlike the one 

being studied. The ACCRA survey's mid- 
management family does not reflect the cost 
of living for poverty income families. 

In  Alaska, particularly in smaller communi- 
ties, survey choices are few. Only the Cost of 
Food a t  Home and the ACCRA Cost of Living 
Index include more than the three largest 
Alaska cities. These surveys have limita- 
tions in the scope of goods priced. For this 
reason, a data user might be forced to use an 
index which only approximates cost of living 
differences. 

Given their limitations, most cost of living 
indexes involve a compromise answer. Still, 
the indexes in this article provide baseline 
information to help answer these questions. 
When used with care, the information can 
help you compare how far your dollar will go. 

JoAnn Wilson is a labor 
economist with the 

Research & Analysis 
Section, Administrative 

Services Division, Alaska 
Department of Labor. She 

is located in Juneau. 

d aaq Alaska Waae Rates , ,, 
V' - ~p - 

by JoAnn Wilson 

'The median hourly wage for 
an occupation is the wage at 
which half of the employees 
in the occupation earn more 

and half earn less. 

laska Wage Rates 1993 is the 18th edi- A 
tion of the annual wage rate survey conduct- 
ed by the Alaska Department ofLabor (DOL), 
Research and Analysis. 

Survey Questions and Response Rate 

During the summer of 1993, the Alaska DOL 
Research and Analysis Section mailed ques- 
tionnaires to private employers in the state, 
asking them to report the  gross rates and 
frequency of payment (e.g., hourly, month- 
ly), the number of workers in each occupa- 
tion paid a t  each rate, the number of hours 
worked per week, and if the reported wage 
was entry level. A total of 1,516 employers 
with businesses located in all of Alaska's six 
economic regions responded. (See inside back 
cover. ) 

The wage data for Alaska and the six eco- 
nomic regions are presented in separate ta- 
bles in the publication. To ensure confiden- 
tiality of wage rate information, each occu- 
pation which appears in Alaska Wage Rates 
1993 was reported for a t  least 15 workers by 
a minimum of seven employers or 30 workers 
by five employers. A total of 154 occupations 
met a t  least one of these criteria. An ade- 
quate number of responses were also re- 
ceived to publish entry-level wages for 41 
occupations. This i s  the first year thatAlas- 
ka Wage Rates has  included entry-level wage 
data. ,n. 

Highest and Lowest Median Wages 

Employees in the  occupational category of 
professional, paraprofessional and technical 
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occupations received the highest wages, with 
a median1 hourly wage of $19.34. Workers in 
service occupations received the  lowest me- 
dian wages ($7.00 per hour). (See Figure 1.) 

Of the 10 occupations with the highest medi- 
an hourly wage, eight belong to the  profes- 
sional, paraprofessional and technical cate- 
gory. (See Table 1.)  Of the occupations with 
the lowest median hourly wage, all but two 
are service occupations and half are food and 
beverage preparation and service occupa- 
tions. (See Table 2.) 

Median Wages by Industry 

For many occupations, the  wage varies by 
industry. While the  sample was too small to 
permit publishing many wages a t  this great- 
er level of detail, it i s  possible to give some 
examples. 

Table 3 presents the  median hourly wages of 
workers in health-related occupations by 
industry. For most of these occupations, the 
workers employed by hospitals received high- 
er wages than workers who were not. The 
exceptions are pharmacists and physical ther- 
apists working in hospitals; their median 
wages were slightly lower than those of sim- 
ilar workers who were not employed by hos- 
pitals. 

Industry is a factor in the wages of many 
other workers besides those in health-relat- 
ed occupations. For example, the median 
wage of aircraft pilots and navigators, re- 
gardless of industry, was $21.49; for those 
employed in the nonscheduled air transpor- 
tation sector, the  median wage was much 
lower, $15.64. For aircraft mechanics, the 
overall median wage of $16.94 was higher 
than tha t  received by the  same workers in 
the nonscheduled air transportation sector 
($16.50) but less than tha t  received in the 
scheduled air transportation sector ($17.75). 

Wages for occupations which occur across 
many industries may also vary by industry. 
For example, secretaries are employed in 
virtually every industrial sector, with an 
overall median hourly wage of $12.31. How- 
ever, the median wage for secretaries ranged 
from a high of $18.28 for the mining industry 

Occupations with Highest Median 
Hourly Wage1'-Alaska (July 1993) 

I/ Total of 154 selected occupations. 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 

1/ Total of 154 selected occupations. 
Minimum Wage Rates (4/1/92) = $4.75/hr. (Nonagricultural Workers). 

Source: Alaska Deparfment of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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Median Hourly Wages for Selected Health-Related Occupations by Hospital and 
Nonhospital Employment-Alaska Statewide (July 1993) 

Median Wage Median Wage Median Wage 
All Industries Hospitals All Industries 

Except Hospital 

Registered Nurses (RNs) 
Licensed Practical Nurses (LPNs) 
Nursing Aides, Orderlies & Attendants 
Medical Laboratory Technicians 
Medical Records Technicians 
Pharmacists 
Physical Therapists 
Radiologic Technicians 
Social Workers 

11 The median wage for offices and clinics of doctors of medicine was $16.18 for RNs and $12.75 lor LPNs 
21 Most of these workers are employed in drug stores and proprietary stores. 
Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 

F i g u r e e 1  
to a low of $9.62 for membership organiza- 

Median Hourly Wages by Occupational Category tions, a component of the services industry. 

Alaska (July 1993) Similarly, the median hourly wage for recep- 
tionists across all industries was $9.75. How- 
ever, receptionists employed in the health 
services industry averaged $11.00 per hour 

Prof., Paraprof. &Tech. 
and those employed in the finance, insur- 
ance, and real estate industry averaged only 
$8.58. Lowest of all were receptionists em- 

Managerial &Admin. ployed in retail trade with a median hourly 
wage ra te  of $7.00. 

Ag. Forestly & Rshing 

Prod., Const., Op., Maint. & Mat. Handling 

Clerical b Admin. Support 

Sales 8 Related 

Median Hourly Wage 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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-onomv d Beoins Seasonal 
'arrnu6 from Winter 
~Ily Stinson 

lska's unemployment rate fell from 
In February to 9.1% in March-the 
I decline in three months. (See Table 
e drop in the  state's unemployment 
:curred as  the  economy began to warm 
m its winter deep freeze. Seasonal 
.ries such a s  construction, along with 
bs a t  just-opening retail stores, led the 
yment gains from February. (See Ta- 
I The over-the-month change in em- 
ent was smaller than,  but similar to, 
rt three years' seasonal increase. (See 
! 1.) 

ployment rates in most of Alaska's re- 
followed suit  and fell in March. The 
1 larger urban areas and the Aleutians, 
crab and bottomfish industries domi- 
had the  lowest rates. Aleutians East  
gh and Aleutians West Census Area 
2gistered unemployment rates below 2 
~ t .  The highest rates-over 18 percent- 
in the Denali Borough and Yukon- 
;uk Census Area. 

truction industry 
job growth 

?s contributing to the  seasonal increase 
ployment, the  construction industry 
d the strongest over-the-year growth 
r 20 percent, with 1,800 more jobs this 
I .  (See Figure 2.) Some of this growth is 

the oil pipeline rehabilitation and 
,mpliance project. Large public projects 
so responsible for much of the con- 
ion job growth. These include the new 
courthouse in  Anchorage and the fed- 
-funded Alaska Native hospitals in 
rage  and Kotzebue. 

ther current job generator in Alaska's 
b~,~ ,vmy continues to be retail trade. New 
store openings in March accounted for most 
of the 1,000 jobs added since February. Wal- 
Mart entered the  retail blitzkrieg in South- 
central, opening two stores in Anchorage 
and one in Wasilla. Kmart opened i ts  second 
Anchorage store and hired staff in Juneau in 

preparation for a late April opening. I n  the  
Gulf Coast, Fred Meyer added retail jobs a t  
i ts  new Soldotna store scheduled to open in 
early April. 

Tough times for timber and fish 

Except for construction, all of Alaska's job 
growth is in the services-producing sector. 
The other goods-producing industries, min- 
ing and manufacturing, have fewer jobs this 
March than last year. Manufacturing has  
two negatives pulling i t  down as change 
continues in both the seafood and timber 
industries. For the third month in  a row, 
there were fewer seafood processing jobs 
than the same month last year. 

March saw the beginning of the spring her- 
ring fisheries in Southeast. Early test  catch- 
es in Prince William Sound pointed to possi- 

Holly Stinson is a labor 
economist with the 
Research & Analysis 
Section. Administrative 
Services Division, Alaska 
Department of Labor. She 
is located in Anchorage. 

Seasonal Job Gains Similar to Last Three Years 

Percent change in employment February to March 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

:..I " " 

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 
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Nonagricultural Wage and Salary Employment by Place of Work 

Alaska 

Total Nonag. Wage & Salary 
Goods-producing 
Mining 
Construction 
Manufacturing 

Durable Goods 
Lumber &Wood Products 

Nondurable Goods 
Seafood Processing 
Pulp Mills 

Service-producing 
Transportation 
Trucking & Warehousing 
Water Transportation 
Air Transportation 
Communications 

Trade 
Wholesale Trade 
Retail Trade 
Gen. Merch. &Apparel 
Food Stores 
Eating & Drinking Places 

Finance-Ins. & Real Estate 
Services & Misc. 
Hotels & Lodging Places 
Health Services 
Government 
Federal 
State 
Local 

Municipality of Anchorage 
PI r/ Changes from PI 1-1 Changes from 

3/94 2/94 3/93 2/94 3/93 3/94 2/94 3/93 2/94 3/93 
Total Nonag. Wage & Salary 
Goods-producing 
Mining 
Construction 
Manufacturing 
Service-producing 
Transportation 
Air Transportation 
Communications 
Trade 
Wholesale Trade 
Retail Trade 
Gen. Merch. & Apparel 
Food Stores 
Eating & Drinking Places 

Finance-Ins. & Real Estate 
Services & Misc. 
Hotels & Lodging Places 
Health Services 
Government 
Federal 
State 
Local 

T a b I e e 2  

Alaska Hours and Earnings for Selected Industries 
Average Weekly Earnings Average Weekly Hours Average Hourly Earnings 

r/ PI r/ 

M i n i n g  
Cons t ruc t ion  
M a n u f a c t u r i n g  

Seafood Processing 
T r a n s . ,  C o m m .  & U t i l i t i e s  
T r a d e  

Wholesale 
Reta i l  

F inance- Ins.  & R.E. 

Notes to Tables 1-3: 

Tables 1&2- Prepared in cooperation wilh the U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Table 3- Prepared in part wilh funding from the Alaska Slate 
Employment Security Division. 

p/denoles preliminary estimates. 

r/denotes revised estimates 

Government includes employees of public school systems and the 
University,ol Alaska. 

Average hours and earnings estimates are based on data for full- 
and part-time production workers (manufacturing) and 
nonsupervisory workers (nonmanufacluring). Averages are for 
gross earnings and hours paid, including overtime pay and hours. 

Benchmark: March 1993 

14 Alaska Economic Trends June 1994 





F i g u r e 0 2  

Construction Industry Leads Job Growth 

Construction 

Manufacturing 

Trans, Cornrn & Util 

Finance, Ins., R.E. 

Services 

Percent change in employment Mar 93-Mar 94 

Source: Alaska Department of 
Labor, Research & Analysis 
Section. 

bly a second year of poor returns and many 
diseased herring. In  the Gulf of Alaska cod 
fishing shut  down in mid-March. This fish- 
ery, which was year-round just five years 
ago, had a 10-weekseason this year. Gains in 
seafood processing jobs in the Gulf Coast 
region were offset by over-the-month losses 
in Southwest a s  crab and pollock fishing 
ended in the Bering Sea. (See Table 3.) 

Bad news in  the forest products industry 
spread from Southeast to Southcentral Alas- 
ka. Chugach Alaska announced a second 
shutdown of its joint-venture sawmill in 
Seward, four years after it began operating. 
Because of high prices for whole logs, the 
sawmill's operators made a n  economic deci- 
sion to export timber rather than produce 
finished wood products. The mill had re- 
opened just over a year ago after being closed 
for more than a year, and employed 75. Ef- 
forts are  continuing to find another source of 
timber to keep the  mill operating. 

An even larger blow was dealt to the forest 
products industry in Southeast Alaska when 
the U.S. Forest Service announced cancella- 
tion of i ts  contract allowing Alaska Pulp 
Corp. to harvest timber in the Tongass Na- 
tional Forest. This could mean that  Alaska 

T a b l e 0 4  

Unemployment Rates 
by Region & Census Area 

Percent Unemployed 
p/ r/ 

Alaska Statewide 
Anch.-MatSu Region 
Municipality of Anchorage 
MatSu Borough 

Gulf Coast Region 
Kenai Peninsula Borough 
Kodiak Island Borough 
Valdez-Cordova 
Interior Region 
Denali Borough 
Fairbanks North Star Borough 
Southeast Fairbanks 
Yukon-Koyukuk 

Nc 
N 
N 
N 

s o  
Haines Borough 
Juneau Borough 
Ketchikan Gateway Borough 
Pr, of Wales-Outer Ketchikan 
Sitka Borough 
Skagway-Yakutat-Angoon 
Wrangell-Petersburg 

Southwest Region 
Aleutians East Borough 
Aleutians West 
Bethel 
Bristol Bay Borough 
Dillingham 
Lake & Peninsula Borough 
Wade Hampton 
Seasonally Adjusted Rates  
Alaska Statewide 
United States 

wthern Region 10.8 11.1 
ome 12.7 13.6 
orth Slope Borough 4.1 3.9 
orthwest Arctic Borough 17.2 17.2 
lutheast Region 11.0 12.0 

- - 

p/ denotes preliminary estimates r/ denotes revised estimates 
Benchmark: March 1993 

Comparisons between different time periods are not as 
meaningful as other time series published by the Alaska 
Department of Labor. 

The official definition of unemployment currently in place 
excludes anyone who has made no attempt to find work in the 
four-week period up to and including the week 
that includes the 12th of each month. Most Alaska economists 
believe that Alaska's rural localities have proportionately more of 
these discouraged workers. 

Source: Alaska Department of Labor, Research & Analysis Section. 

Pulp, which already shut  down i ts  pulp mill 
in Sitka, would close i ts  sawmill in  Wrangell 
where more than 200 workers are  employed. 
If this were to happen, a similar number of 
logging jobs could also be lost. 
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Alaska Employment Service 

inchorage: Phone 269-4860 

3ethel: Phone 543-221 0 

lillingham: Phone 842-5579 

3gle River: Phone 694-6904107 

Aat-Su: Phone 376-2407108 

=airbanks: Phone 451 -2871 

2lennallen: Phone 822-3350 

Kotzebue: Phone 442-3280 Kodiak: Phone 486-31 05 

Nome: Phone 443-262612460 Seward: Phone 224-5276 

Tok: Phone 883-5629 Juneau: Phone 790-4562 

Valdez: Phone 835-491 0 Petersburg: Phone 772-3791 

Kenai: Phone 283-43041437714319 Sitka: Phone 747-33471342316921 

Homer: Phone 235-7791 Ketchikan: Phone 225-31 81/82/83 

Alaska 
Economic 
Regions 

The mission of the Alaska Employment Service is to promote 
employment and economic stability by responding to the 

needs of employers and job seekers. 


