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Pandemic shifted the hiring pattern
A look at new hires by industry and area throughout 2020

Pandemic disrupted the historical hiring pattern
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By JOSHUA WARREN

Hiring follows a 
distinct seasonal 
pattern every year in 

Alaska. It ramps up be-
tween the first and sec-
ond quarters as seasonal 
industries such as seafood 
processing and tourism 
prepare for summer, re-
mains elevated in the third 
quarter, then drops off in 
the fourth quarter. The 
numbers of people hired 
varies, but the pattern 
of peaks and valleys was 
always consistent — until 
2020. 

Although employers in 
every industry continued to 
hire people throughout the 
year, the pandemic changed the seasonal pattern for 
the first time. Even previous recessions didn’t alter 
hiring in these ways and at these levels. New hires fell 
19.5 percent last year, with most of the drop in the 
second quarter — the typical yearly peak.

The absence of a visitor season, uncertainty about 
how fish harvesting and seafood 
processing would operate, and the 
shutdowns of many bars and res-
taurants halted much of the staff-
ing increase that would normally 
take place in the spring. 

Industries tied to tourism and 
the areas that rely on it saw the 
biggest declines in 2020, but new 
hires fell in nearly every part of 
the state and in every industry 
except state government. The state hired addi-
tional temporary staff later in the year to respond 
to the pandemic.

Changes in hiring levels 
can have multiple meanings
While the COVID-led economic shock was the clear 
cause for last year’s decrease, hiring levels can shift 
for multiple reasons. A change isn’t an inherently 

negative or positive sign. 

The number of new hires can rise be-
cause of growth, but also with higher 
turnover. Conversely, economic weak-
ness can cause a drop in hiring, but so 
can job retention. And while job reten-
tion is often a sign of stability, people 
can also hang on to their jobs if econom-
ic opportunity seems scarce. 

But while hiring data can’t be used on 
their own to gauge the health of the economy, a big 
shift in hiring levels is a clear sign that something is 
happening. (See the sidebar on the next page.) 

Until 2020, 2nd-
quarter hiring had 
never fallen below 
1st-quarter levels.



About new hires data 
  
Historically, about 16 percent of Alaska workers in 
a given year have been new hires. A new hire is a 
worker who appears on an employer’s payroll for 
the first time in a four-quarter period. While this 
article covers only new hires, we classify workers 
in two other ways: Continuing workers appear on a 
payroll for all four quarters, and rehired workers ap-
pear, disappear, and reappear later in the year. 

A vacancy must exist for a new hire to take place, 
and it can be created through job growth — such as 
a new or expanded business — or turnover. Turn-
over, when an existing job becomes vacant, can 
come from promotions, resignations, or firings.

New hires are not a count of jobs, but of people 
hired into those jobs over the course of a quarter. 
Turnover causes some vacancies to be filled by 
more than one person during a quarter, and some 
workers are hired by more than one employer. 
Because this data series includes turnover, it isn’t 
directly comparable with other employment data. 

These data are useful for determining where people 
are getting jobs and what industries may be grow-
ing, but they shouldn’t be used alone to draw con-
clusions about the economy or job growth trends. 
For that purpose, monthly employment data and 
the year-to-year change in average monthly employ-
ment are better choices.
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Hiring levels nearly recovered 
late in the year, but the industry 
mix remained atypical.

2020 began normally, and then 
hiring plummeted in the spring
The first quarter of 2020 began like any other year; 
in fact, new hires were up a little from the same 
period in 2019. Then in late March and early April, 
COVID-19’s spread brought hiring to a crawl.

Although the second quarter is normally the yearly 
high as many industries staff up for summer, last 
year it dropped so far that the second-quarter 
numbers fell below first-quarter levels. This had 
never happened in Alaska. Second-quarter hiring 
was 41.6 percent lower than it had been the year 
before, which equaled 28,547 fewer new hires.

Industries linked to tourism suffered the largest 
job losses when the pandemic began, and hiring 
followed a similar pattern. While hiring declined 
in nearly every industry in the spring, a handful 
slowed to a fraction of their normal levels with the 
drop in tourism; examples are accommodation 
and food services and the arts, entertainment, and 
recreation industry. These industries’ second-quar-
ter new hire levels plunged 57.7 percent and 73.4 
percent, respectively. 

Similarly, the slowdown was most notable in the 
places that rely on tourism. Skagway and the Denali 
Borough were hit hardest, with second-quarter 
hiring down nearly 90 percent from the year before 
in both places. (See the table on the next page for 
detailed numbers by area.)

Hiring picked up later in the year, 
but pattern remained unusual
As the year progressed, industries such as con-
struction and seafood processing figured out how 
to operate and adapted to 
travel restrictions, work 
safety requirements, CO-
VID-19 testing, and quar-
antining. Hiring remained 
low, but declines weren’t 
as severe. 

New hires rose in the third 
quarter, but they remained 
well below what’s typical. Oil and gas in particular 
increased its hiring by over 12 percent compared 
to third quarter 2019, but its activity dropped off 
again in the fourth quarter. 

Transportation and warehousing saw one of the 
steepest hiring drops in the second quarter but it 
sprang back quickly later in the year, with 339 more 
new hires in the fourth quarter than the prior year. 
This was the largest numeric increase in the fourth 
quarter, aside from state government.

State government’s hiring 
dropped earlier in the year 
but rose during the third 
and fourth quarters as the 
state added temporary 
staff to process the high 
numbers of unemployment 
insurance claims. These po-
sitions tended to turn over 
frequently, which further 
bumped up the new hire 

numbers. (See the sidebar above for more explana-
tion.) 

Text continues on page 10
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ALASKA BREWERIES
Continued from page 5

Consumption 
hasn't fully re-
bounded yet, 
although it had 
risen right before 
the pandemic hit. 
In January and 
February of 2020, 
patrons consumed 
slightly more craft 
beer than during 
the same period 
the year before. 

At the lowest 
point, in April, 
consumption was 
down 39 percent. 
The numbers 
began to improve 
through Septem-
ber, but then fell again through most of the winter. 

This year will undoubtedly be a better one for Alas-
ka’s breweries, as they — along with restaurants 

Source: Alaska Department of 
Revenue

Types of beer sold 
in Alaska, 2020

Alaska craft beer 

6%

Craft beer
produced
elsewhere 

22%

“Big beer”
72%

34%

33%

-19%

-9%

Alaska craft beer

All other craft beer

“Big beer”

All beer

Taste for craft beer grew over decade 
even as total beer consumption fell

Source: Alaska Department of Revenue

These industries represented the largest increases 
from the second-quarter low, but a handful of 
other industries picked up as well. By the fourth 
quarter, which is the typical low point, overall hiring 
was not that far below what it would normally be. 

But while hiring levels had nearly recovered late 
in the year, the industry mix remained atypical. 
Accommodation and food services’ new hires were 
still low in the fourth quarter — nearly 32 percent 

NEW HIRES
Continued from page 8

below the previous year — as bars and restaurants 
found other ways to operate but remained at lower 
capacity.

While 2021’s numbers will likely show improvement 
from the unprecedented lows of 2020, a recovery to 
full spring and summer hiring levels is unlikely this 
year. Still, tourism will pick up as vaccinations and 
travel increase and more businesses reopen. Large 
cruise ships, which bring the majority of the year's 
visitors to Alaska, are scheduled to return in July.   

Joshua Warren is an economist in Juneau. Reach him at (907) 465-
6032 or joshua.warren@alaska.gov.

and bars — inch closer to full capacity and pent-up 
demand kicks in. 

A busier visitor season, at least compared to 2020, 
will also help. The pandemic is still a factor, which 
makes a return to 2019 consumption levels a tall 
order this year. But more locals going out, some vis-
itors returning, and the recent opening of several 
more breweries with more planned bode well for 
the industry’s future. 

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