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Between growth in China and India, the dollar at an all-time low, and the administration’s visionary
economic leadership, gasoline prices are at an all-time high.  What consequences might this have for summer
visitation and, by extension, our summer economy?

Best guess: Very little, because there seems to be very little connection between gas prices, summer
visitation, and the growth of our summer economy.

For starters, let’s consider summer visitation.

In 1993, the National Park Service changed the way it counts visitors to both Grand Teton and Yellowstone
national parks.  Since then, neither park has seen much change in summer recreational visitation: between 1993 and
2007, Yellowstone was up 8 percent, and Grand Teton was down 9 percent.  Combined, between 1993-2007, the
two parks saw essentially no change in summer recreational visits – a total increase of 1,274 visits in 14 years. 
(Graph 1)

Next, consider taxable sales, the most consistent indicator of local economic activity.  In sharp contrast to
park visitation, during that same stretch of 1993-2007, Teton County’s summer taxable sales more-than-doubled,
topping $500 million in 2007.  This figure includes inflation; back that out and, during a time when Teton County’s
summer visitation was stagnant, its constant dollar taxable sales increased 50 percent.  Clearly, there’s a disconnect
between summer visitation and the growth of our local economy.  (Graph 2)

Next, consider gasoline prices.  I couldn’t find data on Wyoming’s average gas price over the years, but I
did find California’s, the state which sends more tourists to Jackson Hole than any other.   In 1993, the average
gallon of California gas cost $1.22; in 2007, it was $3.08, a near-tripling.  Take inflation into account, and between
1993-1997, California’s gas prices rose 75 percent.  (Graph 3)

Finally, combine the three data sets by making 1993 the baseline year and tracking relative growth.  Do
this, and what really jumps out is that there’s essentially no correlation between gas prices and either local national
park visits or local taxable sales.  In particular, since 1993, whether gas prices have risen or fallen, Grand Teton
and Yellowstone visitation has been little changed.  Weirder still, when gas prices go up, so too do local taxable
sales, something that seems completely counter-intuitive.  (Graph 4)

So what’s going on?  One of three things, or perhaps some combination.

The first is that there is essentially no relationship between the price of gasoline, Jackson Hole’s summer
tourism, and the growth of Jackson Hole’s summer economy.  Each exists independently of one another.

The second is a variation on the first: While tourism in general may be sensitive to gasoline prices, Jackson
Hole tourism isn’t.  If this is true, it may be because we now attract a sufficiently well-heeled tourist base that gas
prices don’t matter to them.

The third is yet another variation: When compared to the total cost of a vacation, the price of gasoline is
relatively small.  Therefore, gas prices don’t affect a tourist’s decision to go on vacation, nor the amount they spend
while traveling.

To analyze this latter theory, I created Table 1, in which I try to estimate how big a factor gasoline is in the
grand scheme of a family’s vacation.  To create the table, I made a few assumptions: A family of four takes a 10
day trip, drives 4,000 miles, and their car gets 20 miles per gallon.  As a result, they buy 200 gallons of gas.  I also



assumed they would spend an additional $3,000 on lodging, food, recreation, and everything else except for gas.

Making these assumptions, between 1993-2007, gasoline has accounted for anywhere between 7 and 18
percent of the total cost of our hypothetical family’s hypothetical trip.  Should gas continue to average $4.00/gallon
this summer, it would account for 21 percent of the total cost.

Now put that figure in some context.  In 2007, not only did gas prices hit a record high; so too did local
taxable sales.  So too did Yellowstone visitation (Grand Teton had its second-highest visitor count).  As a result, the
data strongly suggest that even $4.00 gas will not dissuade too many people from visiting Jackson Hole – people
may whine about the price of gas, but to date it has not caused them to change their vacation behavior.  Perhaps
more importantly, given the lack of connection between park visitation and the local economy, even if $4.00 gas
does keep large numbers of people away from the parks, it is not at all clear that such a change will harm our local
economy.

Stating the obvious, economies are complex beasts; stating the equally obvious, complex beasts are not
something the media handle well.  As a result, there is a strong tendency for the media to focus on catchy story lines
(“Rising gas prices to keep people home? “ “Local economy at peril from fewer visitors?”) which resonate with
conventional wisdom, but may not jibe with reality.

My best guess is that the local economy will be reasonably strong this summer.  Why?  Because to the
extent that our economy is dependent on tourism, even if we’ve hit the proverbial tipping point where oil prices
affect behavior, tourists who’ve planned a vacation to Jackson Hole will be loathe to change their plans: Americans
feel too entitled to their leisure, and non-Americans will not be able to resist the dollar’s weakness.  Looking out a
bit further, I also suspect we’ll see strong tourism this coming winter (thanks to the marketing blitz surrounding the
new tram) and next summer as well (a function of the national surge of optimism that will accompany the end of the
Bush administration).

Because our economy is a complex beast, I could very well be wrong.  However, whether this summer’s
economy ends up weak, strong, or somewhere in-between, whatever happens, the cause will be something other
than gas prices or park visitation.
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Table 1
Cost of a Car-based Vacation to Jackson Hole

Assumptions:
10 day trip; drive 4,000 miles; get 20 mpg; $4.00/gallon gas in 2008

(buy a total of 200 gallons of gas)
Family of 4 spending $300/day for lodging, food, incidentals

Gas Price
x 200

gallons
Plus $3,000 for
non-car costs

Total trip cost
Relative cost
(1993 = 100)

Gasoline as a
% of total cost

1993 $1.22 $244.80 $3,000 $3,245 100 8%

1994 $1.21 $242.00 $3,000 $3,242 100 7%

1995 $1.22 $243.00 $3,000 $3,243 100 7%

1996 $1.31 $262.40 $3,000 $3,262 101 8%

1997 $1.35 $269.00 $3,000 $3,269 101 8%

1998 $1.17 $234.80 $3,000 $3,235 100 7%

1999 $1.37 $274.60 $3,000 $3,275 101 8%

2000 $1.72 $344.60 $3,000 $3,345 103 10%

2001 $1.63 $326.40 $3,000 $3,326 102 10%

2002 $1.51 $302.80 $3,000 $3,303 102 9%

2003 $1.83 $366.20 $3,000 $3,366 104 11%

2004 $2.12 $424.00 $3,000 $3,424 106 12%

2005 $2.47 $494.60 $3,000 $3,495 108 14%

2006 $2.81 $561.80 $3,000 $3,562 110 16%

2007 $3.08 $615.40 $3,000 $3,615 111 17%

2008 $4.00 $800.00 $3,000 $3,800 117 21%


