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Utah: 3,000,000 by 2015? 1 
By July 1, 2014, (just a few months from now) it is 

estimated that Utah’s population will be 2,946,100. 

This is 48,900 more than the 2013 estimate – a 

growth rate of 1.7%. This increase, both in percent 

and in number, will be the largest annual increase for 

the state since 2008. 

 

Utah is now on the threshold of having 3 million 

residents. When will Utah reach 3 million in 

population? It looks like it will be sometime within 

the year 2015. If population projections prove to be 

accurate, the state’s July 1, 2014 population will be 

at 2,946,100, just 53,900 persons short of 3 million. 

Utah could reach 3 million by July 1, 2015 but in all 

likelihood Utah will reach 3 million by the end of 

2015. 

 

Figure 1 

Utah's Census Population Projected through 2060 

If Utah continues to grow at its historical average 

rate, it will pass three states, Arkansas, Mississippi, 

and Iowa, in population before the next census and 

will become the 30th most populous state in the 

nation. Figure 1 shows Utah’s census population by 

decade to 2010, and its projected population increase 

through 2060. Figure 2 shows Utah’s population 

increase by decade. As can be seen, in each decade 

the state’s population has increased more than the 

decade before. This trend is projected to continue. 

HIGHLIGHTS 
 

 Despite a short lived slowdown in Utah’s 

population growth due to the Great Recession, 

the state is still one of the fastest growing 

states in the nation and seems to be heading 

back to its historical average annual population 

growth of 2.2%. Utah is likely to have a 

population in excess of 3,000,000 by the end 

of 2015. 

 

 Utah’s population growth continues to be 

centered along the Wasatch Front and in 

Washington County. Projections indicate that 

this concentration of Utah’s population will 

continue, with over half (56.5%) of the state’s 

population growth between 2010 and 2030 

occurring in Utah and Salt Lake counties. 

When three other counties are added 

(Washington, Davis, and Weber) to Salt Lake 

and Utah counties, 80% of the state’s projected 

population growth is accounted for. 

 

 With a substantial amount of Utah’s 

population increase over the last two decades 

coming from immigration, Utah’s minority 

population has increased substantially. With 

those in-migrants being mainly in their child 

bearing years, Utah’s minority population will 

increase. Currently one in five Utahns is a 

minority; by 2030 that ratio is expected to be 

one in four. 
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The U.S. Census Bureau reported that from 2012-

2013, Utah’s population grew faster than any other 

state except North Dakota in percentage terms and 

was the 13th fastest growing state in absolute terms.  

 

Figure 2  

Utah's Population Increase by Decade 

The population increase projected between July 1, 

2013, and July 1, 2014, is the result of a natural 

increase (births minus deaths) of 37,200 and net 

migration (in-migrants minus out-migrants) of 

11,700. To put this growth in perspective it is helpful 

to take a historical look at Utah’s population. From 

1960 to 2014 (54 years), Utah’s population has 

grown by an average annual rate of 2.2%. However, 

during the several years prior to the Great Recession 

(2004-2008) Utah’s population grew even faster, by 

an average annual rate of 2.6%. Between 2009 and 

2013, the Great Recession reduced that rate down to 

an average annual rate of 1.5%. Table 1 shows these 

trends in Utah’s population from 1960 to 2014. 

 

Figure 3 shows these trends graphically. As can be 

seen, Utah’s total population change (blue line) 

looks like a mountain range, going up and down, 

though overall the trend is upward. The natural 

increase (red line) is much less volatile and shows a 

relatively steady increase, meaning that Utah 

consistently has more births than deaths. The reason 

natural increase is consistently positive is the state's 

high fertility rate of 2.4 children per woman 

compared to a fertility rate of 1.9 for the nation. 

Such a rate simply produces more births than deaths 

and will continue for quite some time to come.2 The 

state’s net-migration (green) runs lower than the total 

population line but almost parallel to it. Net-

migration is the difference between those that move 

into the state and those that leave. It is the volatility 

of net-migration that causes the volatility in the 

state’s annual population growth. Why is there such 

volatility in net-migration? Because net-migration is 

substantiality driven by the quality of Utah’s 

economy.  

 

Table 1 

Utah Population Trends from 1960 to 2014 
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Figure 3 

Utah's Population Changes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Utah’s economy is stronger than the national 

economy, Utah experiences positive net-migration. 

When Utah’s economy is weaker than the national 

economy, Utah has historically experienced negative 

net-migration. The early 1950s, much of the 1960s, 

and 1980s were such periods. As can be seen in the 

graph, the green line drops below the zero base line, 

indicating this negative net-migration. However, 

Utah did not experience this negative net-migration 

during the Great Recession. Why? One possible 

reason is that the Great Recession was so widespread 

the economies of other states were no better and 

there was little incentive to leave the state.  

 

As the blue line in Figure 3 shows, Utah's 

population is always increasing but at different 

amounts each year. Generally, when Utah's 

population is driven by natural increase, with little or 

no positive net-migration, Utah grows at slower 

rates. The 1980's is the best example. Though Utah's 

population grew each year during this decade, the 

amount of increase fell from 58,050 in 1980 to 

12,000 in 1988. This is because Utah experienced 

negative net-migration from 1984 through 1990. 

 

When Utah's natural increase is aided by strong 

positive net-migration, Utah grows very rapidly. The 

period of 1990-2005 is a good example of this. In 

2005, for example, Utah's natural increase amounted 

to 37,245 and positive net-migration amounted to 

38,108, the largest increase in over 50 years. That 

year, Utah's population increased by an amazing 

75,620. 

 

Utah has come out of the Great Recession much 

better than most states. Employment in Utah grew by 

3.3% in 2013 as compared to 1.6% for the nation. In 

2014 the state’s job market is expected to grow by 

3.1%, slightly slower but still much better than the 

nation, which is projected to grow by 1.7%. As 

would be expected then, with the Utah economy 

stronger than the nation as a whole, positive net-

migration is increasing again. In 2013, positive net 

migration totaled 11,700, the largest increase since 

2008. Table 1 shows these numbers.  

 

Population Growth by County  

2010-2012 3 
Utah’s population growth by county continues to 

follow a trend set decades ago – increasing 

urbanization. As Figure 4 shows, Salt Lake County 

experienced the biggest increase in population 

between 2010 and 2012, growing by 25,813. In 

2012, Salt Lake County’s population stood at 

1,059,112; this is 37.1% of the state’s entire 

population. Utah County came in second, growing 

by 22,079, reaching a population of 541,378 and 

accounting for 19.1% of the state’s population. 

Combined, these two counties account for 56.2% of 

the state’s population. Davis County grew by 9,698, 

reaching a population of 317,248, coming in third, 

and accounting for 11.1% of the state’s population. 

Washington County, which over the last few decades 

has been growing by leaps and bounds, seems to 

have been affected more by the Great Recession than 

most counties. Still, it came in fourth with an 

increase of 4,591, and totaling a population of 

143,352, well below the annual growth of previous 

years. Weber County grew by 3,415 and ranked fifth, 

growing to 235,517. When combined, the four 

Wasatch Front counties (Salt Lake, Utah, Davis, and 

Weber) accounted for 75.5% of the state’s growth. 

This concentration of population in such a small area 

of the state makes Utah one of the most urban states 

in the nation. See Table 2. 
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Figure 4 

County Population Absolute Change 2010-2012 

 

Figure 5 

Utah Population Change by Percent 2010-2012 
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Table 2 

Utah Population Estimates by County 

 

 

There are two ways to measure population growth: 

one is by percent change, the other is by absolute 

change. Both measurements tell different but 

important stories about Utah’s counties. In terms of 

percent change, as shown in Figure 5, the fastest 

growing county since 2010 is Wasatch County. 

Between 2010 and 2012, it grew by 7.1% or 1,672, 

reaching a population of 25,354. Uintah County 

came in second, growing by 5.6%, or 1,816 persons 

and totaling 34,435. Coming in third was Duchesne 

County. It increased by 4.9%, or 907 persons. 

Morgan County came in fourth, increasing by 4.7% 

or 444 persons. Wasatch and Morgan counties, just 

east of the four populous Wasatch Front counties, 

benefit from their bedroom community status. 

Uintah and Duchesne are benefitting from the 

increased energy exploration and extraction 

industries in the Uintah Basin.  

 

Wasatch County is a good example of the different 

story that can be told by looking at percent change as 

opposed to absolute change. Although Wasatch 

ranks first in the state in percent growth, its absolute 

change of 1,672 ranked it only eighth. Morgan 

County is another example. Though it ranked fourth 

in percent change, it ranked twelfth in absolute 

change. Though both measurements add 

understanding to population growth, the high 

percentage growth rates of the less populous counties 

mentioned above should not cloud the fact that Utah 

is continuing its long term trend of increasing 

urbanization.  

 

Population Projections  

2010-2030 
Recent projections (Figures 6 and 7) show a 

continuation of the state’s urbanization trends. 

Between 2010 (base year) and 2030, over half 

(56.5%) of the state’s entire population growth is 

projected to occur in just Utah (313,794) and Salt 

Lake (307,391) counties. When three other counties, 

Washington (141,810), Davis (84,376), and Weber 

(68,380) are included, 80% of the total projected 

population growth is accounted for. 

 

Figure 6 

Projected Population Increases by County 

2010 through 2030 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Utah Economic Outlook 
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Figure 7 

Projected Population Increases by County 

2010 through 2030 

  
Cache and Tooele counties are the next fastest 

growing counties with projected increases of 54,864 

and 41,247 respectively. After these two counties, 

the projected population growth drops off 

significantly. No other county in the state is 

projected to increase by more than 26,000. Eight 

counties are projected to increase by less than 1,000. 

They are: Emery (950), Millard (881), San Juan 

(740), Wayne (730), Carbon (683), Rich (579), Piute 

(346), and Daggett (316). 

 

Trends in Foreign Born Population: 

U.S. and Utah 
In the twentieth century, the nation’s foreign born 

population peaked in 1910 at 14.7% of the nation's 

total population. From there it steadily declined to a 

low of 4.9% in 1970. Since then it has increased 

rapidly, and in 2012 stood at 13.0% or 40.8 million 

foreign born residents. See Figure 8. 

 

Utah shows a similar, though not so dramatic, trend. 

In 1900, Utah’s foreign born population amounted to 

19.4% of the state’s population. By 1970, the foreign 

born population had declined to 2.8% and was still 

only 3.4% in 1990. By 2012, however, Utah’s 

foreign born population had jumped to 8.4% or 

240,872. See Figure 9. 

 

 

Figure 8 

U.S. Foreign Born Population 

 
Figure 9 

Utah Foreign Born Population 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Race and Ethnicity 
With Utah’s foreign born population increasing, it 

should not be surprising that the state’s minority 

population is increasing as well. Figure 10 shows 

the percentage of minorities of four population areas: 

the United States, Salt Lake County, Salt Lake City, 

and Utah.  As can be seen from 1900 to 1960, 

minorities as a percent of the nation’s population 

ranged between 10% and 12%. Then it increased 

steadily and rapidly to 36% in 2010. During the 

same time, Salt Lake City, Salt Lake County, and the 

state all had minority populations ranging between 

1% and 2%. Then the minority populations of these 

three population areas all started to increase. Salt 

Lake City jumped to 31% minority population in 

2000 and to 36% in 2010. By that year, Salt Lake 

County’s minority population had increased to 26%, 
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while the state’s minority population increased to 

20%, or one in five persons. 
 

Figure 10 

Percentage of Minority Population Areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much of this increase occurred between 1991 and 

2000 and again between 2004 and 2008. During both 

of these periods Utah’s economy grew vigorously 

and attracted in-migrants. During the Great 

Recession, as already mentioned, positive net-

migration slowed significantly and has not yet 

returned to the positive net-migration patterns of 

1991-2000 and 2004-2008. In fact, it may be quite 

some time before Utah experiences such explosive 

in-migration as during the two above mentioned 

periods.  
 

Figure 11 

Minority Share by Age Group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The impact of this strong net in-migration has and 

will continue to affect Utah. The reason is that those 

who move from one place to another do so mainly 

for economic reasons. These people are generally 

younger and want to make a better life for 

themselves and their families; many of those who 

move are in their child-bearing years. Figure 11 

shows the minority share of an area's population by 

age group. As can be seen, all five areas show higher 

minority populations in the younger age groups than 

the older age groups. The United States (green) 

shows that minorities in the age groups from age 0 to 

19 range between 40% and 50% of total population. 

In each age group from 35 to 85+ the share of 

minority population decreases so that by the 85+ age 

group minorities are only 15% of the population. It 

should not be surprising then that Figure 10 shows a 

continued increase in the nation’s minority 

population.  As the older age groups pass on and the 

younger age groups with much higher minority 

populations replace them, the nation’s population 

that is minority is going to increase. As Figure 10 

shows, by 2020 the minority population of the U.S. 

is projected to increase to 40%, and to 49% by 2040.  

 

For Utah, Figure 11 shows a similar, though less 

dramatic, pattern for minority age groups. For the 

state, minority populations in the age groups from    

0 to 39 range from 20% to 23%, but for age groups 

60 and over, minorities make up a much smaller 

percentage, ranging from 4% to 10%. As with the 

nation, as time passes, these larger minority 

populations in the younger ages are going to account 

for a much larger share of the state’s population. In 

Salt Lake City and Salt Lake County the percent of 

minorities are even higher than the state. The most 

dramatic, however, is the Salt Lake City River 

District.4 There, the minority populations in the 

younger ages are near 80%. 

 

Figure 11 tells us something very important - that 

regardless of whether there is more or less positive 

net-migration of minorities into Utah, the minority 

population of the state is going to increase as a 

percent of the state’s population. This is because the 

children are already here in such high percentages 
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that a significant increase in Utah's minority 

population is almost assured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OLRGC thanks Dr. Pam Perlich, Senior Research Economist, Bureau of Business and Economic Research, 

University of Utah, for the use of data in this paper that she presented to legislators at the Utah Legislative 

Policy Summit, December 17, 2013.

 

                                                           
1 The estimates and projections used in the report come from the Utah 
Population Estimates Committee. The committee prepares the official state 

and county population estimates for the State of Utah. The committee is part 

of the Governor’s Office of Management and Budget. 
 
2 Total Fertility is the number of children a woman is expected to have during 

her childbearing years.  
 
3 County population is an estimated number as opposed to the projected 

numbers discussed in the state’s population. County populations are not 

projected. As a result, county population numbers end at 2012 and not the 2014 
projected population numbers used for the state. 
 
4 The Salt Lake City River District is the area of Salt Lake City west of I-15. It 

includes Westpointe, Rose Park, Jordon Meadows, Fairpark, Poplar Grove, and 
Glendale. 

SUMMARY 
There are three key points to remember from 

this report: 

 

 Despite a short lived slowdown in Utah’s 

population growth due to the Great Recession, 

the state is still one of the fastest growing states 

in the nation and seems to be heading back to its 

historical annual average population growth of 

2.2%. By 2015 Utah will have a population in 

excess of 3,000,000. 

 

 Utah’s population growth continues to be 

centered along the Wasatch Front and in 

Washington County. Projections indicate that 

this concentration of Utah’s population will 

continue, with over half of the state’s population 

growth between 2010 and 2030 occurring in 

Utah and Salt Lake counties, and 80% of the 

total growth in these two counties plus 

Washington, Davis, and Weber counties.  

 

 With a substantial amount of Utah’s population 

increase over the last two decades coming from 

immigration, Utah’s minority population has 

increased substantially. With those in-migrants 

being mainly in their child bearing years, Utah’s 

minority population will increase. Currently one 

in five Utahns is a minority; by 2030 it is 

projected that one in four will be a minority. 


