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Earning enough to pay for non-housing needs ranked among the items of highest importance to voters in the 2024
Utah Priorities Project. This, combined with housing affordability, highlights how the cost of living is a top concern
for Utah voters. Despite the pinch voters feel from rising costs — also known as inflation — Utah nonetheless seems
economically well-positioned in terms of current inflation and unemployment rates, as well as household incomes.

Survey Results

Earning enough to pay for non-housing needs was
more likely to be the top issue for voters with lower
incomes, conservatives, Republicans, and unaffili-
ated voters. It was less likely to be the top issue for
non-religious, non-spiritual voters as compared to
the religiously active, the religiously inactive, and
those considering themselves “spiritual.”

The Utah Foundation asked voters where non-hous-
ing price increases most affected family budgets.
Out of nine possible choices, 70% of voters report-
ed that grocery prices affected them most. This was
followed by healthcare, transportation, and util-
ities. These tend to be difficult-to-avoid expenses
for most households. (See Figure 1.)

Most voters are concerned about groceries,
but concerns over healthcare and
transportation costs increase with age.
Figure 1: Which Price Increases Had the Largest Impact on
Family Budget, by Age
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While age groups are predominantly affected
by food price increases, the effect of other bud-
get categories varies by age group. (See Figure 1.)
For instance, older Utah voters reported a smaller
family-budget impact from the cost of food as com-
pared to younger groups. In fact, each successive-
ly younger group is more focused on food costs.
Older Utahns tended to report that items such as
healthcare and transportation has a somewhat
larger relative impact.

Recent Inflation and Unemployment Trends

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered significant eco-
nomic disruptions; it initially caused falling pric-
es likely due to decreased consumer demand, and
led to falling global energy prices." However, as
the economy began to recover and federal stimu-
lus measures were widely implemented, inflation
surged. It had risen to about 7%, heights not seen in
nearly 50 years.? Inflation remained generally high
but moderated somewhat in 2022, 2023, and 2024,
in part due to rising interest rates.” As can be seen
in Figure 2 on page 2, data on Western regional in-
flation for mid-sized metros have generally tracked
U.S. trends while inflation among the Mountains
States for all metros surpassed the U.S. average in
2020 and much of 2022-2023.*

As of July 2024, Utah’s inflation is near 2%, which
is a full percentage point below the national rate.’
Indeed, Utah’s inflation rate is below the national
15-year average (2.4%).°

The Federal Reserve System — the U.S. central bank-
ing system — prefers an inflation rate of 2%.” Utah
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Inflation for Mountain States’ metros
surpassed the West’s mid-sized metros
and the nation in 2020 and 2022-2023.

Figure 2: Inflation Rate, National and Regional
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Note: It is unclear whether Mountain States’ or the West's inflation
measure better reflect Utah's experience; the West includes more
states and focuses more on mid-sized metro areas such as Salt Lake
City, while the Mountain State area is influenced by very large metros
like Denver and Phoenix.

Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Unemployment in Utah is routinely below
that of the nation.
Figure 3: Unemployment, U.S. and Utah
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Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics

meets this benchmark. In addition to ensuring a
reasonable inflation rate, the Federal Reserve Sys-
tem seeks low and stable levels of unemployment,
roughly targeting 4%.

Utah’s unemployment rate is much more favorable
than the nation’s rate.” (See Figure 3) Simultane-
ously, Utah’s current unemployment rate is only
3%, well below the state’s 15-year average of 4%.!

Many factors likely contributed to Utah’s relative-
ly favorable outcomes in the wake of the pandem-
ic. Utah’s diverse economy may serve as one such
cause." The state’s robust job market may have mod-
erated the overall impact of inflation on Utahns.?
Utah also led the country in personal income growth
in 2021 and remains relatively strong.”

Utah seems to be in a favorable economic position
when thinking about inflation. Utah has also long
enjoyed real household income growth and often
lower unemployment rates than the nation — yet
inflation remains a high concern." Two factors may
help explain this apparent paradox.

First, Utah voters may be influenced by regularly
viewed costs — those reoccurring household costs
that voters can easily compare over time. This is
the case with groceries, but may also be true for
utilities, transportation, or even medical visits and
pharmacy expenses.

Second, it may also be the case that while econ-
omists express inflation in year-on-year terms,
Utahns are still taken aback by inflation that has
taken place over several years. Economists point
out the good news that groceries are only one per-
cent higher than last year, but voters may still be
disgruntled that groceries are 28% more expensive
than at the beginning of 2020. Utah voters may,
therefore, not be content with slower price increas-
es since they still bear the dramatically increased
costs of the past.

Since 1945, leaders, legislators, and community members have relied upon the illuminating, independent, and nonpartisan
public-policy research produced by the Utah Foundation to support informed decision-making on topics that matter most. As a
501(c)3 with broad community support and a 60-member board, the Utah Foundation exists to empower civic engagement as

the foundation for enhanced quality of life for Utahns.

This research brief was written by Research Analyst John Salevurakis with assistance by other Utah Foundation staff.
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