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Summary 

 King County employment grew by 3.4% in the 

fourth quarter relative to a year ago, with con-

struction employment up 11.4% and services up 

3.2%.  

 Home price growth slowed to 6.1% in the fourth 

quarter compared with the same period in 2013. 

 Taxable sales in King County were up 6.8% in 

October and November from a year prior. 

 Price pressure remains subdued with inflation up 

1.6% year over year.  

Detail 

King County continued its trend of strong eco-

nomic growth into the fourth quarter of 2014. 

Jobs grew by 3.4%, slightly down from third 

quarter, but still outpacing national employment 

growth. Job growth in construction was particu-

larly strong, rising 11.4% over the previous year. 

Service jobs grew by a very solid 3.2%, with the 

professional and business services and infor-

mation sectors driving much of the growth. Un-

employment in King County dropped to 4.1% in 

December, the lowest rate in the state and well 

below the national rate of 5.6%.  

Amazon continues to hire at a remarkable pace,  
Fig. 1 Non-Farm Employment in King County by month 

with over 11,000 open job listings in the last four months of 2014, more than offsetting the mild slow-

down in employment growth by our largest private employers, Microsoft and Boeing. Software develop-

ment and other technical professionals were the greatest in demand, while health care and retail opportu-

nities also abound for job seekers. 



 

 

The combination of low inventory and high de-

mand continues to drive improvement in the King 

County real estate market. Lower mortgage rates 

and the expectation of higher interest rates in 

2015 led to robust traffic in the fourth quarter of 

2014, with loosening lending practices bringing 

first-time buyers into the market. Northwest Mul-

tiple Listing Service reported extremely tight in-

ventory levels in King County, with only 1.4 

months of supply in December.  

The commercial real estate sector remains quite 

strong, as does new construction. Building permit 

activity was particularly healthy in multi-family, 

with an 11.4% increase in the number of units 

permitted as compared to 2013. 

Detail (Cont.) 

Fig. 2 Seattle Case-Shiller Index  

Fig. 3 Value of King County Permits from the U.S. Census Bureau 

Taxable sales increased 6.8% in the fourth quar-

ter (October and November) compared to the 

prior year, led by construction and real estate 

sales with an increase of 11.5%. Available data 

for 2014 does not include December, a histori-

cally strong month for retail sales as seen in the 

Figure 4 below. Hotel tax collections increased 

11.7% over 2013, concluding a very solid year 

for the sector. 

Fig. 4 Current Monthly Taxable Sales  in King County 

Fig. 5 Seattle Consumer Price Index (CPI-W) 
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Inflation fell in the fourth quarter, driven by sig-

nificant declines in energy prices. CPI-W for 

Seattle in December was up only 1.1% over the 

previous year. 



  

 

The Numbers 
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Focus: County Employment Growth 

The nine other (“peer”) counties include Los 

Angeles, Cook, New York, Harris, Maricopa, 

Dallas, Orange, San Diego and Miami-Dade.  

Figure 7 plots total employment growth for 

King County, the nine peer counties and the 

U.S. from 2003 to 2014. As can be seen, em-

ployment growth in King County has out-

performed our peers and the nation as a whole. 

Overall, King County’s growth over this period 

is more than double the growth experienced in 

the U.S. and is nearly double what the nine peer  Fig. 7 Employment Growth (2003—2014) 

counties have experienced. Private sector employment growth led the way, with King County’s private 

sector expanding by 16% over this period. For comparison, the private sector in the peer counties ex-

panded 10% and the U.S. private sector expanded about 8%.  

King County’s public sector also expanded more than the peer counties and the U.S. but the overall 

growth was less. King County’s public sector expanded 5% but the public sector of the nine peer coun-

ties actually contracted by more than 4%. Federal employment expanded by just over 1% over the      

period.  
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King County has a remarkable diversity of 

employers and occupations. However, em-

ployment levels have varied significantly from 

year to year depending on the national and 

world economies and due to the uniqueness of 

the Puget Sound economy. From the 1970 

“Boeing bust” when employment levels fell 

by over 8% in one year, to 1996 when em-

ployment grew by over 7%, employment 

growth in King County has been highly varia-

ble. Fig. 6 plots employment growth in King 

County from 1991 to 2014.  
Fig. 6 King County Employment Growth (1991—2014) 

This history of variable growth makes one wonder: has King County’s employment expanded more or 

less than other regions in the U.S. in recent years?  

Fortunately, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) makes it possible to consider this question by 

publishing employment data on the ten largest counties by employment. It turns out King County is 

the ninth largest economy by employment in the U.S. and that data exists back to 2003 which allows 

us to look at employment growth for more than ten years. 



  

 

Focus: County Employment Growth (Cont.) 
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King County has outperformed the peer counties in construction and manufacturing, trade and trans-

portation (shown as “TT&U”), information, professional services and education and health. The big-

gest difference is in information sector employment growth as King County’s information sector ex-

panded by more than 25% over the period.  In contrast, employment in the industry shrank in both the 

peer counties and the U.S. as a whole. This industry includes diverse components including print me-

dia which has generally seen employment reductions. However, it also includes software publishing 

which has been a significant area of growth for King County and is extensively tied to the growth of 

one of the county’s largest employers, the Microsoft corporation. 

In other industries the county has not been so fortunate. Employment in resources, finance and other 

services shrunk over the period more than the peer counties and the national economy. The natural re-

sources sector has contracted as the county has become less dependent on resource extraction. Howev-

er, the industry employs less than 3,000 people in King County and so even a relatively small reduction 

in the number of jobs appears large in percentage terms. However, the financial services industry in 

King County has seen significant employment reductions. This appears to be associated with consoli-

dation in the industry as firms struggled through the great recession and also some one-time large 

This employment growth can be further evaluated 

by considering employment changes in individual 

industries over the same period. BLS classifies 

industries using the North American Industrial 

Classification System (NAICS) which allows for 

comparisons over time and across entities. Figure 

8 plots industry level growth over that time for 

King County, the peer counties and the U.S. 

As shown in Figure 8, employment growth by in-

dustry has varied significantly between King 

County, the peer counties and the U.S. as a whole.   Fig. 8 Percentage Change in Employment (2003—2014) 

Fig. 9 Industry Composition 2Q2014 

events like the failure of Washington Mutual Sav-

ings and Loan.  

This variable industrial growth means that King 

County’s industry employment breakdown is dif-

ferent than our peers and the U.S. in some key 

ways. Fig.9 has the industry breakdown in percent-

age terms for the second quarter of 2014. 

As can be seen, King County is broadly similar to 

our peers and the U.S. but has a very high percent-

age of employment in the information sector and a 

smaller financial services sector than our peers.  
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The Office of Economic and Financial Analysis operates as an independent agency of King County, 

and provides economic and financial analysis and forecasting to support county operations and     

planning and the people of King County. 
 

King County Office of Economic and Financial Analysis 

500 4th Avenue  ADM-FA-0540  Seattle, WA 98104 

Phone: 206.477.3413    Email: david.reich@kingcounty.gov 

www.kingcounty.gov/business/forecasting.aspx  


