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Bartlesville Economy Completing Long-Run Adjustment  
The Bartlesville economy is emerging from significant structural change in recent years. 

Local conditions have stabilized from extended layoffs in the oil and gas sector. 

Performance in the region improved further in 2019 as it enters a new growth cycle. 

 FORECAST HIGHLIGHTS:

• Downsizing in the oil and gas sector has constrained local economic activity in the Bartlesville area since 2015 

• The local economy showed clear signs of stabilization in late 2018 and through 2019 

• The local jobless rate remains low, retail sales growth has fully rebounded, and housing prices remain steady 

• The region has shown only modest declines in population and little outmigration of displaced workers 

• Continued weakness in single-family housing was offset by significant multi-family development 

• The region is expected to emerge in 2020 from much of the influence of recent oil and gas downsizing  

 

The Bartlesville economy has undergone significant structural change the past two decades, tied 

mostly to fluctuations in the area’s key oil 

and gas sector. The region enjoyed a 

significant era of growth from the early 2000s to 

2015, traced primarily to large net hiring 

expansions at ConocoPhillips and Phillips 66. 

The county’s total workforce expanded from 

about 17,000 in 2002 to nearly 22,000 in 2015, 

a more than 25% increase (Fig 1). Hiring in the 

oil and gas sector (mining sector or NAICS 21) 

nearly doubled in the period, adding 

approximately 2,700 new high-wage jobs (Fig 

2). Population in Washington County similarly 

increased from 49,000 in 2002 to more than 

52,000 by 2015 (Fig 3).  

Some Long-Run Gains Unwind. Since 2015, 

approximately half of the long-run job gains 

have steadily unwound with a decline of about 

2,500 jobs county-wide in the latest data 

available through the 2nd quarter of 2019 (Fig 1). 

Nearly two-thirds (1,600) of the jobs lost since 

2015 are in the oil and gas sector (Fig 2), with the 

remainder spread across all other industry 

sectors. Oil and gas jobs have now pulled back to 

about 15% of total county employment, the same 

approximate share in the early 2000s when the 

expansion first began.   

Long-Run Bottom in Hiring? Since mid-year 

2018, the Bartlesville region has shown clear 

signs of stabilizing, with four consecutive 

quarters of approximately flat employment 

Figure 1. Wage & Salary Employment Outlook – Wash. Co.  
seasonally adjusted, state trend anchored at 2010Q1  

 
  Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 

Figure 2. Mining Sector Employment & Share – Wash. Co.  
NAICS sector 21, seasonally adjusted 

 
  Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 
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through the first half of 2019. The pullback in oil and gas employment has slowed considerably and flattened out 

in the most recently available data. 

Our model-based forecast is for total job growth 

to remain relatively flat again in 2020 as the 

region consolidates recent job losses. Total 

hiring in the area is unlikely to resume 

meaningful growth until the energy sector 

stabilizes further. 

Greater Stability Outside of Oil and Gas. 

Job reductions are always accompanied by 

concerns over potential spillover effects to the 

broader economy, particularly when the losses 

originate in high-wage sectors such as oil and 

gas. To date, the spillover effects remain 

relatively muted in all other sectors.  

Figure 4 illustrates total employment minus jobs in oil and gas relative to total employment. Employment outside 

the energy sector has been far less volatile since 

2015. Only about 900 jobs have been lost across 

all other sectors, an approximately 8% decline, 

far less than the 12% decline in total 

employment.  

Hiring outside the oil and gas sector has been 

highly stable since early 2017, with most of the 

non-oil and gas job cuts occurring in 2015 and 

2016 during the recent energy-driven statewide 

recession. This suggests significant resiliency in 

the non-energy portions of the Bartlesville 

economy and a solid foundation in place for the 

next stage of growth in the region.  

Local Jobless Rate Nearing All-time Lows. 

The Bartlesville area unemployment rate has 

leveled off since late 2018 and is currently 

approximately 3.3% (Fig 5). The local rate has 

long tracked the state rate closely and since 2016 

has converged to closely match the national rate. 

Our outlook is for the local jobless rate to remain 

relatively steady throughout 2020 with little 

upward or downward pressure.  

The current rate in Washington County is 

believed to be near the natural floor for both the 

region and the state, as both regions will struggle 

to push the jobless rate to 3% or lower in 2020. 

Historically, the county jobless rate pushed 

below 2% in several weeks during the Oil Boom 

of the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Figure 3. Population Outlook – Washington Co. 

 
  Source: U.S. Census Bureau and RegionTrack estimate and forecast 

Figure 4. Total & Non-Mining Employment – Wash. Co. 
   seasonally adjusted  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 

Figure 5. Unemployment Rate 
percent, seasonally adjusted 

  
  Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 
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Population Stability. Since 2015, the structural change in the Bartlesville area is perhaps best characterized 

as a large job reduction with relatively little change in population. Population in Washington County dipped only 

slightly by about 350 residents between 2015 and 2018 (Fig 3). This suggests a limited amount of relocation 

outside the region by displaced workers. And 

despite the severity of local job cuts since 

2015, net outmigration from the county since 

2015 has totaled only 270 residents (Fig 6). 

This equates to only about 110 households in 

the period. 

Our model-based estimates suggest a further 

small decline in county population is likely in 

2019 followed by another small decline 

projected for 2020. Both 2019 and 2020 are 

expected to produced small net amounts of 

out-migration given the severity of local job 

cuts and the typical lags that accompany 

household relocation decisions. Population 

gains are unlikely to return to the county until 

out-migration ends and job growth returns to the region.  

Local population growth is also being hampered by a slowing in the core population growth rate at both the state 

and national levels to near 0.5% annually. This is only roughly half the rate of population growth expected a little 

more than a decade ago.  

Washington County has also attracted significant numbers of international in-migrants historically. The number 

of international in-migrants has slowed since 2015 but remains a positive source of population growth for the 

county. 

Rising Share of In-Commuting Workers. During the long-run buildup in the local workforce from the early 

2000’s to 2015, much of the job growth was filled by commuting workers living outside Washington County (Fig 

7). From 2003 to 2011, more than 4,500 

workers began commuting from outside the 

county to work at jobs within the county. In 

contrast, the number of county jobs filled by 

workers living in the county simultaneously 

declined by 1,000 in the period.  

This trend reversed course beginning in 2010 

as the local labor force shifted back toward 

more county-based workers. It also followed a 

tremendous surge in housing construction in 

the county and reflects the relocation of many 

workers to Bartlesville. Approximately 2,700 

county workers shifted to living in 

Washington County between 2010 and 2015 

(Fig 7).  

More recently as long-run job gains have unwound, workers residing in Washington County absorbed most of 

the job losses as commuting held relatively stable. From 2015 to 2017, approximately 1,500 fewer county jobs 

were held by workers living in the county. 

Figure 6. Net Migration of Residents – Washington Co. 
   sum of international and domestic migration

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Figure 7. County of Residence for Washington Co. Workers 
   annual average  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau – On the Map and LODES data program 
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The share of total workers commuting from outside the county remains near an all-time high. In the most recent 

data available for 2017, 58% of county jobs are held by county residents, with the remaining 42% now commuting 

from outside the county. Historically, the share of commuting workers was as low as 26% in 2002 before the 

long-run buildup began. This suggests tremendous ongoing flexibility in the region’s labor force. 

Shifts in Earnings Flows. Shifts in commuting and the residence of local workers has also played a major role 

in the flow of net earnings into and out of the county (Fig 8). The relatively small geographic footprint of 

Washington County has long produced large inflows of earnings traced to county residents who work outside the 

county and large outflows traced to local workers who reside outside the county.  

Net earnings flows in Washington County have been volatile the past two decades and reflect the significant 

structural change the county has undergone. The county went from a large net inflow of more than $100 million 

annually in 2007 to large net outflows by 2012. The decline in the period is traced to both sharply rising outflows 

of earnings by local workers who lived outside the region and falling earnings by county residents who worked 

outside the county.  

Net outflows were posted annually between 2012 and 2017, reaching a peak outflow of more than $50 million in 

2013. Far stronger outflows of earnings to local workers living outside the region underlie the net outflows.  

Earnings have again rebalanced in the most recent data released for 2018, reaching a slight inflow of household 

earnings into the county. Both inflows and outflows of earnings resumed growth in 2018, which suggests 

improvement in the broader health of the regional economy. Our expectation is that net inflows will continue to 

grow in 2020 and beyond as the local economy strengthens and more workers are attracted to reside in the 

county. 

Figure 8. Inflow/Outflow of Household Earnings – Wash. Co. 
millions of dollars at annual rate 

Inflow and Outflow of Household Earnings Net Household Earnings Flow 

  
Note: Positive values represent a net inflow of earnings by workers living in the county but working outside the county. Negative values represent a net outflow of earnings to local workers 
who reside outside the county. 
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
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Bottom in Business Establishment 

Growth? Local business formation in 

Washington County stalled in 2015 along with 

employment. Approximately 75 net business 

establishments were closed in the county 

between 2015 and 2018, a 5% decline (Fig 9). 

And much like employment, the number of 

establishments bottomed beginning in 2018 and 

has stabilized so far in 2019. 

The simultaneous stabilization of employment 

and establishment growth since late 2018 

suggests the region is approaching the end of the 

recent downsizing that began in 2015. Our 

model-based outlook suggests that the number 

of business establishments in the county is likely 

to rise slightly by less than 10 in 2020.  

Personal Income Strengthens. Personal 

income growth in the Bartlesville area has also 

undergone significant long-run structural 

change the past two decades (Fig 10). These 

changes include a surge in personal income in 

the 2003 to 2009 period as significant amounts 

of household income were reported by self-

employed proprietors with ownership stakes in 

the refining sector (Fig 11). This surge 

disappeared from the data by 2011 as the 

national recession deepened. It also disguises 

the influence of the rapid buildup in oil and gas-

related wage and salary jobs in the region in the 

period.  

Recent recovery is also highly visible in the 

income data. Beginning with the 2015 to 2016 

statewide recession, personal income in the 

region declined by 10% as wages in the oil and 

gas sector weighed heavily on household 

earnings (Fig 10). However, personal income 

rebounded sharply in both 2017 (13.6% gain) 

and 2018 (11.1% gain) as the region began to 

stabilize from cuts in the oil and gas sector. Our 

estimate for 2019 is for a slowing to 6.8% 

growth in personal income, followed by a more 

modest 3.3% gain in 2020. 

Recent Income Gains Tied to Self-

Employed Proprietors. Despite strong 

personal income gains locally since 2016, recent 

layoffs have weighed on the earnings 

Figure 9. Total Business Establishments – Washington Co. 
   seasonally adjusted  

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 

Figure 10. Personal Income & Household Earnings – Wash. Co. 
billions of dollars  at annual rate 

 
  Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and RegionTrack forecast  

Figure 11. Components of Household Earnings – Wash. Co. 
billions of dollars at annual rate 

 
Notes: Proprietor income is defined by BEA as the current-production income of sole proprietorships, 
partnerships, and tax-exempt cooperatives 
Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis and RegionTrack estimate 
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component of income. The effects are visible in the personal income data when household earnings is split into 

its two major components - employee compensation and proprietor income (Fig 11). Employee compensation 

paid to wage and salary workers declined annually from 2015 to 2017 in response to layoffs before posting a small 

gain in 2018. The weakness in employee compensation was offset by very strong gains in proprietor income in 

both 2017 and 2018. Our model-based estimate for personal income growth in 2019 suggests most of the gains 

will come from a rebound in employee compensation coupled with a small gain in proprietor income. This is a 

more typical pattern for income gains and is consistent with continued stabilization in the broader economy. 

Continued Gains in Personal Income Per Capita. The Bartlesville region has long experienced high 

average personal income relative to other non-metro areas of the state. Local income per capita has typically 

matched or exceeded the state for many decades 

(Fig 12). This is due in large part to high average 

wages paid by firms in the local oil and gas sector.  

Washington County continues to post high per 

capita income relative to the state and has moved 

well above the state average since 2016. Income 

per capita reached $64,500 in 2018, more than 

18% above the $54,450 average statewide. 

Income per capita in the county is projected to 

reach $68,900 in 2019 under a combination of 

steady income gains and slightly falling 

population.  

Retail Market Suggests Underlying 

Strength. The local retail market experienced a 

significant downturn in 2015 and 2016 along with 

much of the state but has since posted three consecutive years of steady growth in taxable retail sales (Fig 13).  

The rebound in retail reflects both strong growth 

in personal income and the broader recovery 

underway in the region. City taxable sales 

increased 3.0% year-over-year in 2018 and 2.5% 

in 2019, both gains exceeding inflation. This 

trails the state gain of 7.4% in 2018 but exceeds 

the state’s 0.4% decline in 2019. The state 

experienced significant weakness in sales tax 

receipts in 2019 traced largely to the pullback in 

drilling activity in many areas of the state since 

late 2018.  

Growth in taxable sales in Bartlesville ranks 

highly among the 30 largest retail markets in the 

state (Fig 14). Growth in taxable sales of 3.0% 

placed the city 21st among the 30 largest retail 

markets in 2018; 2.0% growth ranked the city 18th in 2019.  

Bartlesville’s strong growth in taxable sales in 2019 is counter to most regions of the state that are influenced 

heavily by oil and gas activity. Seven cities posted a decline in taxable sales in 2019 and all have significant 

exposure to the oil and gas sector in recent years. 

 

Figure 12. Personal Income Per Capita Forecast 

 
Source:  Bureau of Economic Analysis and RegionTrack forecast 

Figure 13. Taxable Retail Sales  
   millions of dollars, rolling 12-month total, seasonally adjusted  

 
   Source: Oklahoma Tax Commission and RegionTrack calculations 
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Figure 14. 30 Largest City Retail Markets - Oklahoma 
taxable sales in millions of dollars 

Rank City 2019 %chg 2018 %chg 

1 Bixby $347.8 9.3 $318.2 6.2 
2 Shawnee 643.1 6.9 601.7 -1.2 
3 Edmond 1,893.8 6.7 1,775.3 4.0 
4 Tahlequah 313.8 4.4 300.5 3.7 
5 Sapulpa 348.1 4.4 333.4 7.5 
6 Mustang 290.8 4.4 278.7 5.9 
7 Durant 387.0 4.2 371.2 0.5 
8 Owasso 884.7 3.8 852.7 5.3 
9 Muskogee 624.7 3.5 603.4 -2.7 

10 Lawton 1,131.2 3.2 1,095.8 1.7 
11 Midwest City 863.0 3.1 837.0 2.6 
12 Tulsa 7,978.9 2.8 7,757.9 4.0 
13 Broken Arrow 1,495.0 2.8 1,454.8 5.9 
14 McAlester 415.5 2.7 404.4 5.5 
15 Claremore 393.6 2.7 383.2 3.3 
16 Oklahoma City 11,586.8 2.6 11,288.3 5.1 
17 Chickasha 344.4 2.6 335.8 20.4 
18 Bartlesville 570.9 2.5 556.8 3.0 
19 Moore 920.1 2.1 901.1 3.8 
20 Yukon 586.4 2.1 574.5 5.3 
21 Norman 1,895.6 1.0 1,877.7 2.6 
22 Sand Springs 332.3 0.8 329.8 8.3 
23 Ada 389.2 0.1 389.0 2.8 
24 Duncan 397.8 -0.4 399.3 6.3 
25 Stillwater 818.3 -0.4 821.6 1.3 
26 Ardmore 608.6 -0.5 611.7 8.3 
27 Ponca City 373.8 -3.7 388.0 1.0 
28 Enid 815.0 -4.4 852.3 6.5 
29 Elk City 306.1 -6.9 328.9 7.4 
30 El Reno 322.4 -25.6 433.4 39.7 

      
 Statewide 55,537.2 -0.4 55,765.7 7.4 

      
Source: Oklahoma Tax Commission and RegionTrack calculations 

 

Use Tax Surge Bypasses Bartlesville. Because the city of Bartlesville does not levy a use tax, the ongoing 

surge across the state in use tax revenue related to e-commerce has not boosted city tax collections. The state has 

reached agreements with many large retailers to collect and remit use tax to the state on online purchases, but 

the city has foregone significant tax revenue due to the classification as e-commerce taxes as use tax rather than 

sales tax. Local brick and mortar retailers in the city also remain at a competitive disadvantage to online retailers.  

Nationally, approximately 10% of total retail sales are traced to e-commerce based on the methodology used by 

the Census Bureau. The actual share for most cities in Oklahoma will be far lower than 10% because not all e-

commerce sales are covered by current remittance arrangements, particularly small merchants who are exempt.  

Based on recent use tax gains for other cities across the state, our best estimate for the approximate amount of 

taxable e-commerce sales untaxed in the city is a range of 3% to 8% of current total city taxable sales.  The share 

varies widely for several reasons, including the size of the local retail sector, average income locally, presence of 

oil and gas drilling, the size of other nearby shopping regions, and other factors.  

Given $567 million in city retail sales subject to sales tax in 2019, a 3-8% share lost to e-commerce would 

represent a range of $17.5 million to $49.3 million in taxable sales that would have produced use tax revenue if 

a use tax was in place. At the city’s current sales tax rate of 3.4%, foregone use tax revenue related to e-commerce 

would range from $595,000 to $1.68 million annually. (Far more precise estimates of the foregone revenue can 

be calculated using a statewide model of sales and use tax receipts.) 
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Wage Growth Remains Strong. A key historical strength of Bartlesville is local employers paying above state 

average wages. Again, this is traced largely to the significant presence of numerous high-wage jobs in the oil and 

gas sector. Concern remains that recent oil and gas layoffs would put downward pressure on average wage rates. 

The latest data available (through the 2nd quarter of 2019) on average annual wages per job suggest little 

downward pressure on average wages and continued premiums relative to the state (Fig 15). In the first two 

quarters of 2019, wages per job averaged $53,511 in Washington County versus only $48,127 statewide. This 

represents an 11% premium in local average wages relative to the state. This gap is only slightly less than the 

12.5% average wage premium relative to the state since 2000.  

Our outlook suggests continued strong gains relative to the state in 2020. Wage premiums relative to the state 

are projected to remain above 10% through 2020. 

 

Figure 15. Average Annual Wages per Wage & Salary Worker – Wash. Co. 
   percent, daily rate 

Average Annual Wages Percent Share of State Average Wage 

 
 

   Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and RegionTrack forecast 

 

Housing Activity Reflects Job and Population Slowdown. Beginning in 2015, local housing development 

shifted focus in response to job cuts, slowing population growth, and changing needs of the workforce. The 

market experienced a distinct downshift in single-family development coupled with significant multi-family 

development (Fig 16).  

The slowdown in single-family activity began in 2015 as the state and Bartlesville entered the recent state-level 

oil and gas-driven recession. The slowdown in single family housing has now stretched through 2019, with only 

about 25 single-family permits issued annually on average the past five years. Building permits for fewer than 20 

single-family homes were issued in both 2018 and 2019, multi-decade lows in single-family construction. The 

total value of single-family construction permits declined to less than $3 million annually in both 2018 and 2019, 

well below historical averages. 

Weakness in single family development was offset in large part by substantial multi-family development, with 

approximately 250 multi-family units permitted for construction in 2017 (Fig 15). This is consistent with trends 

in many areas of the state and nation as developers pivot toward multi-family housing to meet changing housing 

demands. Most of the new multi-family units are upscale apartments targeted at young professionals and are 

well positioned to aid future job growth among high-wage service workers. 
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Figure 16. Permits for New Housing Construction – City of Bartlesville Permitting Areas 
   annual rate 

Permitted Housing Units Total Value of Housing Permits 

  
   Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Rising Housing Unit Count Traced to Multi-Family Activity. The surge in multi-family housing 

produced a meaningful increase in the number of housing units in the county in 2018 (Fig 17).  Census data 

indicate a net gain of 200 housing units in 2018, reaching a total of 23,867. This is the largest net increase in 

housing units in Washington County since 224 units were added in 2008. The gain in 2018 follows a small 

reported decline of 13 units in 2017 and a small gain of only 4 units is 2016. Our model-based expectation for all 

of 2019 is for a small net gain of 21 housing units, with nearly all the gain traced to single-family development. 

 

Figure 17. Total Housing Units – Washington Co.   

 
   Source: U.S. Census Bureau and RegionTrack estimate 

 

Housing Prices Resilient. Reflecting slowing job and population growth since 2015, housing prices in the 

county have fluctuated significantly in the period. Based on the FHFA All-Transactions housing price index for 

Washington County, local housing prices posted a cumulative 3.7% gain from 2015 to 2018 (Fig 18), the most 

recent period of data available. This trails the 10.2% gain statewide in the period but represents a strong 
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performance given the significance of the pullback in local hiring in the period. It also suggests that relocations 

of workers outside the region have had only limited influence on overall housing prices in the region. Our model-

based estimate for all of 2019 suggests a rebound to a 1.4% gain, reflecting further stabilization in the local 

economy underway since 2018.  

Figure 18. FHFA Housing Price Index 
IIndex: 2000=100.0 

Housing Price Index Annual Percent Change 

  
  Source: FHFA and RegionTrack estimate 

 

Outlook Summary. The Bartlesville region is now emerging from an extended period of layoffs in the local oil 

and gas sector that stretches back to 2015. Total local job losses reached 2,500 with approximately 1,600 jobs 

lost in the oil and gas sector alone. Only 900 job were lost in all other sectors, suggesting underlying strength in 

the ability of the region to absorb the spillover effects from the cuts.  

Since late 2018, stabilization is visible in employment, income, and business establishment growth. The retail 

sector rebounded in early 2017 and has posted above-inflation gains through 2019. The oil and gas sector showed 

signs of stabilizing around 3,000 workers in mid-year 2019.  

Recent economic fluctuations produced significant changes in the local labor force. The county now has a higher 

share of local workers commuting from outside the county. The region also shifted from large inflows of earnings 

to large outflows as the region’s labor force expanded geographically. Despite the recent loss of high-wage jobs, 

both average wages and per capita income in Washington County continue to grow and remain well above state 

averages.  

Population remains relatively stable in Washington County, despite the severity of recent layoffs. Out-migration 

of displaced workers remains minimal and international in-migrants remain a source of population gains. Stable 

population has also supported gains in local housing prices since 2015. Single-family housing development 

slowed along with local hiring; however, substantial multi-family housing development filled a gap in the 

economic development needs of the region.  

The resiliency of the county economy combined with stabilization in the region since late 2018 suggest that the 

Bartlesville area is now exiting an extended period of restructuring. Our outlook for 2020 suggests modest 

employment and income growth in 2020 but continued improvement. The region is poised to enter a new growth 

cycle as most of the growth constraints from the recent oil and gas cycle dissipate further. 

Released January 20, 2020 
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