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In March, Utah voters ranked jobs and the economy as the 12" most important of 15 competing
priorities. However, by July the coronavirus pandemic reignited jobs and the economy as one of Utah
voters’ top priorities. This mirrors Utah’s record-low unemployment rate in early 2020, which spiked
to a record-high unemployment rate by April. While much of the economy is normalizing, the long-
term economic strain of the pandemic remains unknown. By many broad metrics, the economic impact
of the pandemic has been limited. However, aggregate measures have obscured the dramatic shifts in

specific industries.

What most Concerns Utahns?

When thinking of jobs and the economy, most Utahns are
concerned about the amount they earn in their jobs rather
than the availability of jobs. This was also true before the
pandemic.

In April, Utah’s governor issued an advisory to stay at home
when possible and Salt Lake County issued a public health
order which limited permissible economic activity. While
these restrictions had been lifted by the time the second
survey was administered, 10% of voters were still concerned
about limitations on consumer spending while 23% were
most concerned about work restrictions. These concerns

Utahns earning enough in their
jobs to support their families

Pandemic-related restrictions

that limit Utahns from working

differed by ideology. Liberal voters were more likely to
be concerned about wages while conservative voters were
more likely to be concerned about pandemic restrictions
on consumer spending and working. However, only among
Utah’s “strongly conservative” voters did more voters
prioritize pandemic work restrictions over wages.

Wages and Cost of Living

The cost of living in Utah is near the national average —
though a little higher in the Salt Lake City and St. George
metro areas, and a littler lower across other major metro
areas in the state.! Nationally, the consumer price index (the
CPI, which is a common metric for the cost of living and
inflation) increased by 1.3% during the 12 months ending
August 2020, the lowest increase since 2016. But the small
increase belies larger changes in specific industries.? Prices
for food consumed at home increased by 4.6% during the
12 months ending August 2020 — and meat, poultry, fish
and eggs increased by 7.1%. The price for medical services
has also increased by 5.3%. On the other side of the scale,
energy prices have decreased by 9%.

However, the pandemic has put the accuracy of the
standard measure in question. The pandemic has increased
challenges in collecting accurate data.® Further, since the
CPI measures the price changes in a set basket of goods, if
the ratio of those goods change, the CPI may miss the cost
of living. While lower energy prices may normally offset
higher food prices, people have changed spending habits
to purchase more food but less energy-related items such
as transportation services. As a result, the official measure
may be understating the true rise in the cost of living.*

Then there’s the question of wages. Two separate surveys
conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau offer conflicting
information regarding wages in Utah since the onset of



the pandemic. The Current Population Survey (a well-
established survey for workforce data) reports that average
weekly wages as of June 2020 did not significantly
differ from wages of previous years.’ Yet the Household
Pulse survey (a new survey meant to provide up-to-date
information on the pandemic) reports that, as of mid-July,
nearly half (45%) of Utah’s households had a worker that
lost income since the onset of the pandemic.®

Unemployment and Availability of Jobs

Unemployment always exists at some level and is
generally considered normal even within the 4% to 6%
range. The pandemic caused unprecedented levels of
unemployment virtually overnight, spiking from historic
lows in early 2020 to 10.4% in April. The unemployment
rate since fell to 4.1% as of August — below Utah’s long-
term average. However, not all counties in Utah are facing
the same conditions. As of August, Cache County has an
unemployment rate below 3%, while Garfield and San
Juan counties are still in the double digits.’

Pandemic-related unemployment is disproportionately
affecting certain industries and age groups. As of the second
quarter of 2020 (April, May and June), the food preparation
and service industry saw the largest spike in unemployment,
followed closely by office and administrative support,
sales, and management.® Utahns between 25 and 34 years
of age made up a quarter of Utahns who had lost their job
and had yet to find another.” However, some industries have
grown during the past 12 months. The trade, transportation
and utilities industries, as well as construction, added more
than 13,000 jobs.!?

Consumer Spending

While Utahns have had to adapt to additional restrictions and
health measures, it has not slowed down overall consumer
spending. Spending has actually increased over the previous
year, though Utahns are spending their money in different
places. During the second quarter of 2020, Utahns spent
$800 million less in food services, arts and entertainment,
accommodation, and retail clothing. However, this was
almost completely counterbalanced by the $700 million
increase in spending on online sales alone. In addition,
there was another $700 million increase on vehicles and
on building and garden supplies. (See Figure 2.) There is
evidence that stimulus payments and higher unemployment
benefits have helped maintain consumer spending.!!

Restrictions on Jobs

Salt Lake County’s March 16" public health order
prohibited the operation of all food service, restaurants,

self-serve buffets, salad bars, un-packaged self-serve food
services, bars, taverns, nightclubs, private liquor clubs
and saloons, except for drive-thru or curbside service.!?
This order forced many food service establishments —
which employ at least 45,000 across the county — to limit
their operations.” The county’s March 29" order further
prohibited the operation of personal care, recreational and
culture facilities services. This meant normal operations
at these facilities — which employ at least 12,000 across
the county — were illegal.* The restriction was renewed in
April and expired on the 1 of May.'> While the restriction
had lifted by the time the second Utah Priorities Project
survey was administered, when thinking about jobs and the
economy, 23% of Utah voters’ top priority was pandemic-
related restrictions that limit Utahns from working.

Conclusions

While Utah’s economy took a hit from the coronavirus,
Utah appears to be among the states experiencing the fastest
recovery. Utah’s unemployment rate is the second lowest
in the nation, and already below its historical average.'®
Consumer spending through the second quarter has been
increasing with double-digit growth rates, and average
weekly earnings have been trending slightly upward. If
Utah can manage to keep coronavirus caseloads under
control, it may come to be seen as a model state for keeping
the population safe without sacrificing its economy.
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