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SETTING THE CONTEXT

1) Overall Tax Revenues:

•What is the history of Utah’s 
overall tax level?

• Are taxes in Utah higher or 
lower than in the past?
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The History of Utah’s Overall Level of Taxation

Source: Tax Commission presentation 8-19-19 to Tax Restructuring and 
Equalization Task Force https://le.utah.gov/interim/2019/pdf/00003720.pdf

Annual tax cut = 
2% of personal income
(relative to 1985 peak tax level) = 

$3.4 billion each year

Source: Tax Commission presentation 8-19-19 to Tax Restructuring and 
Equalization Task Force https://le.utah.gov/interim/2019/pdf/00003720.pdf
(The information in green was added by Voices for Utah Children.)

https://le.utah.gov/interim/2019/pdf/00003720.pdf
https://le.utah.gov/interim/2019/pdf/00003720.pdf
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How much have we cut Utah taxes?

Since 1985, we’ve passed tax breaks that now 
add up to over $3.5 billion each year – a 17% 
cut to Utah’s revenues, leaving us with $17 billion 
instead of >$20 billion in FY22.

In other words, if Utahns still paid 1985 tax rates – counting all 
state and local taxes – on their current incomes, Utah state 
and local governments would receive at least an additional 
$3.5 billion in revenue every year.  



Is Utah a “slow-motion Kansas”?
2012: Kansas cuts taxes by 15% overnight
2012-2017: Political backlash results from mediocre economic performance 
and severe cutbacks in education, transportation, and other vital public 
services. 
2017: Kansas legislature reverses the tax cuts, restores public revenues and 
even overrides the Governor’s veto to do it.

If Gov. Sam Brownback resigns his position to join the Dept of State, he 
will leave behind a state where many now see his legacy more as a scar 
than a triumph.
He became a highly-divisive figure, drawing fire from both Democrats, 
moderate Republicans and some conservative Republicans as well. For 
much of his second term, polls ranked his popularity near the bottom of 
governors nationally.
The Legislature rolled back his signature 2012 tax cuts in early June, 
raising taxes in an effort to end a years-long cycle of revenue not 
matching expenses. Lawmakers said it was time to right the ship of state, 
and they passed a bill over Brownback’s veto to generate $1.2 billion in 
new revenue over two years.
Even some who initially embraced the 2012 policy – like Senate 
President Susan Wagle, a Wichita Republican who voted against the 
2017 tax increases – say Brownback’s experiment failed.
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We all like paying lower taxes, but….
Is it possible to have 

too much of a good thing?
One of the greatest economic thinkers Utah ever produced, business 
guru Clayton Christensen, who passed away in 2020, wrote a 
decade ago in the Harvard Business Review: 

“If you study the root causes of business disasters, over 
and over you’ll find this predisposition toward 
endeavors that offer immediate gratification.”

Are the dangers of short-term thinking any less when it comes to 
government policy?
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Tremendous unmet needs in critical 
areas of state responsibility:
• Education: Better bang for the buck than other states, yet….

o High school grad rates below national when adj for demographics
o Larger majority-minority gaps than nationally
o College completion behind US among younger Utahns (age 25-34)
o Kindergarten: $52.5 million to make full-day K available to all
o Pre-K and Child Care: Can cost more than college, yet pay is too low 

• Public Health: 
o 82,000 uninsured children pre-pandemic
o rank 5th worst in US for uninsured children & last for Latino children

• Infrastructure – billions in projected unfunded needs
• Poverty prevention through early intervention, affordable housing, etc.
• Social services like mental health and substance abuse treatment, 

disability services, domestic violence, seniors, etc.
• Air quality
• …and many more 
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2021 release of 2019 Census data on 
state education investment
Good news: We’re #49! Census Bureau Annual Survey of School System 

Finances 2018-19 reveals that, for the 1st time since 1988, Utah has 
defeated Idaho in the fight for 49th place. Utah outspent Idaho in FY2019 
by $29 per pupil:  $8,014 vs $7,985 (compared to US avg of $13,187).

Bad news: Utah education funding effort continues to fall:



SETTING THE CONTEXT
2) TAX FAIRNESS: 
Utah’s overall tax structure remains regressive.  

Source: www.ITEP.org/WhoPays/Utah
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Utah’s overall tax structure is regressive: 
The highest income Utahns pay a lower overall 
rate – though we’ve improved since 1995

https://www.utahchildren.org/newsroom/speaking-of-kids-blog/item/1029-utah-tax-history
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2021 Tax Bills Passed:
$100m in tax breaks aimed at upper-income households

HB 
86

Rep. 
Brooks, 
Sen. 
Harper

$18 million Social Security Income 
Tax Credit (non-refundable)

70% of this tax break goes to top 
40% of taxpayers (household 
incomes >$90k), while nearly none 
goes to lowest-income 40% of 
seniors (household incomes <$60k).

SB 
11

Sen. 
Harper, 
Rep. 
Pierucci

$24 million Military Retirement 
Income Tax Credit (non-refundable)

90% of this tax break goes to top 
40% of taxpayers (household 
incomes >$90k), while nearly none 
goes to lowest-income 40% of 
seniors (household incomes <$60k). 
See https://utahchildren.org/newsroom/speaking-of-kids-
blog/item/1111-analysis-of-retirement-tax-credit-proposals for 
additional details.

SB 
153

Sen. 
Fillmore, 
Rep. 
Moss

$55 million tax cut -- increases the 
value of the Utah personal exemption 
for purposes of the (non-refundable) 
taxpayer tax credit from $565 per 
dependent to $1,750. Intended to offset 
the effects of the 2017 federal tax 
changes for families with children. 

70% of this tax break goes to top 
40% of taxpayers (household 
incomes >$90k), while <10% goes to 
lowest-income 40% (household 
incomes <$60k) (who pay an average 
overall state + local tax rate equal to
7.7% of their incomes).

https://utahchildren.org/newsroom/speaking-of-kids-blog/item/1111-analysis-of-retirement-tax-credit-proposals
https://itep.org/whopays/utah/


The role of the income tax 
in Utah’s tax structure

• Our only non-regressive tax
• The three-fifths/one-fifth rule: Three-fifths of the 

income tax is paid by the top one-fifth of taxpayers, 
which lines up with Utah’s income distribution.

• All other taxes are regressive in nature – and 
make up the majority of taxes for most Utahns
o Sales tax
o Gas tax
o Property tax

See detailed breakdown at https://www.ITEP.org/WhoPays/UTAH

https://www.itep.org/WhoPays/UTAH


2022 Utah Income Lowest 
20%

Second 
20%

Middle 
20%

Fourth 
20% Next 15% Next 4% Top 1%

Income Less than $29,000 – $52,000 – $84,000 – $136,000 – $284,000 – $681,000 –
Range $29,000 $52,000 $84,000 $136,000 $284,000 $681,000 Or More

Average Income in Group $18,000 $42,000 $67,000 $106,000 $188,000 $399,000 $2,011,000

Reducing the Personal Income Tax from 4.95% to 4.85%

Average Tax Change –$5 –$28 –$46 –$81 –$137 –$286 –$1,456 

% with Income Tax Cut 27% 81% 87% 96% 98% 100% 100%
Avg. Tax Cut for Those w/ Cut –$19 –$34 –$53 –$85 –$139 –$286 –$1,456 

Share of the Total Tax Cut 1% 7% 12% 21% 26% 15% 19%

Cutting the income tax rate to 4.85% means >$164m less for education. 
• Only 1/9 of the tax cut goes to the lowest-earning half of Utahns. 
• 3/5 goes to the top 1/5
• 4/5 goes to the top 2/5

60% to the top 20%

81% to the top 40%

Source: Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy – ITEP.org
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What do Utah public opinion surveys say about taxes? 

• Feb 2020: Deseret News/Hinckley Inst 
https://www.deseret.com/utah/2020/3/5/
21166337/income-tax-children-
disabled-services-legislature

https://www.deseret.com/utah/2020/3/5/21166337/income-tax-children-disabled-services-legislature
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“Utah Foundation asked… 
whether Utahns favored an 
additional benefit at the 
expense of higher taxes…
Overall, 74% of Utahns 
were willing to increase 
their taxes for a specific 
benefit. (Of the three, 
Utahns were most likely to 
support paying higher 
taxes for schools.)”

https://www.utahfoundation.org/reports/utah-
priority-no-2-state-taxes-and-spending/

https://www.utahfoundation.org/reports/utah-priority-no-2-state-taxes-and-spending/


www.deseret.com/utah/2020/10/17/21518160/utah-education-priority-2020-presidential-race-
survey-envision

Envision Utah surveys find high and growing awareness of the need to 
restore revenues for education 

http://www.deseret.com/utah/2020/10/17/21518160/utah-education-priority-2020-presidential-race-survey-envision
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• Feb 2021: Deseret News/ 
Hinckley Institute poll 
found 53%-41% favoring 
investment in Utah’s future 
over tax cuts 
https://www.deseret.com/utah/2021/2/2
2/22295155/poll-utahns-want-
lawmakers-to-spend-extra-cash-money-
education-income-tax-cut-2021-
legislature

https://www.deseret.com/utah/2021/2/22/22295155/poll-utahns-want-lawmakers-to-spend-extra-cash-money-education-income-tax-cut-2021-legislature


Feb 2022: Deseret News/ 
Hinckley Institute poll 
found only 25% favor tax 
cuts

https://www.deseret.com/2022/2/
24/22949231/utah-budget-
surplus-legislature-education-
tax-cuts-constitutional-
amendment-taxpayers-inflation

https://www.deseret.com/2022/2/24/22949231/utah-budget-surplus-legislature-education-tax-cuts-constitutional-amendment-taxpayers-inflation


Tax-cut enthusiasts respond to their loss of public support with an economic 
argument: Utah has no choice because the neighbors are cutting their taxes.



What can we learn from the experience of states like Colorado and Minnesota that 
became high wage states (and managed to do it without becoming high cost-of-
living states)?

Voices for Utah Children has published detailed studies benchmarking Utah 
against both of those two states (among others), and we have identified one leading 
factor that explains how they did it: Education.
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Colorado and Minnesota both rank in the top 10 states for higher education 
attainment – the percent of the population age 25+ with Bachelor’s degrees and 
above. And Utah does not rank too far behind – we’re #15. But our problem is 
that our younger generations are losing the lead that our older generations built 
up many years ago.

Among the 65+ demographic, Utah ranks #12. But among ages 45-64 our rank falls 
to 14th. Among ages 35-44 it falls further to #20, though still above the national 
average. But among millennials, age 25-34, not only does Utah’s rank fall all the 
way to #26, our 35% with bachelor’s degrees put us behind the national average of 
37%. By contrast, among this youngest post-college cohort, Colorado ranks #4 at 
44% and Minnesota ranks #7 at 43%.

Turning around this trend and regaining our lead over the nation in higher 
education attainment must be a central element of Utah’s economic development 
strategy going forward. But we aren’t going to get there by cutting taxes; we’re 
going to get there by investing more in the younger generation at every step in the 
pipeline, from pre-K to high school to college and beyond.



Utah’s tech industry 
makes the case against 
income tax cuts, for 
investing in Utah’s 
future….
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Voices for Utah Children survey results: 
Question #1: 
When it comes to tax cuts, is your overall opinion closer to A or B (select one):

A. We should invest in Utah's future -- our kids' education, infrastructure, 
air quality, and other critical needs -- rather than tax cuts….

B. We should continue cutting taxes because state government has more 
than enough resources to accomplish what it needs to accomplish.

66%

34%

Question #2: How would you rank the four 
possible tax cuts?
#1: Eliminate the state sales tax on groceries
#2: EITC – make Utah the 31st state with its own 
Earned Income Tax Credit
#3: Gov. Cox’s Grocery Tax Credit proposal
#4: Income tax rate cut

What share goes to the 
lowest-income half of Utahns?
#1: 43%
#2: >90%

#3: 62%
#4: 11%
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www.InvestInUtahsFuture.org
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3 elements in the 2022 tax package 
(SB 59) 

1) Income tax rate cut from 4.95% to 4.85% 
($148 million personal income tax cut, 
$15 million corporate income tax cut)

2) Expansion of eligibility for non-
refundable Social Security credit to 
higher income seniors ($15 million)

3) Creation of non-refundable 15% EITC for 
moderate income households ($16 
million)
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1) $148m personal income tax rate cut from 4.95% to 4.85%

Source: Legislative Fiscal Analyst 
(annotations by Voices for Utah Children)

AGI 
Deciles:

Share of income tax rate cut 
to bottom half of households: 

11%
Share to top 5th: 

63%



2) $15m expansion of eligibility for non-refundable 
Social Security credit to upper-income seniors

2021 tax credit:  https://utahchildren.org/newsroom/speaking-of-kids-blog/item/1111-analysis-of-retirement-tax-credit-proposals

2022 tax credit: 

Source: Legislative Fiscal Analyst

Share of 2022 Social 
Security credit to bottom 
half of seniors: 

20%

Share of 2022 Social 
Security credit to top half 
of seniors: 

80%

https://utahchildren.org/newsroom/speaking-of-kids-blog/item/1111-analysis-of-retirement-tax-credit-proposals


3) Creation of $16 million non-refundable 15%* EITC, 
making Utah the 31st state with an EITC

Source: Legislative Fiscal Analyst
* Utah’s EITC will be 15% of the taxpayer’s federal EITC, though non-refundable



LFA comparison of non-refundable vs refundable:

TOTAL:
$16 MILLION
(as passed)

TOTAL:
$82 MILLION
(not passed)
(Refundable
would have
meant reaching 
the lowest-
income working
families incl 
IGP)
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SUMMARY OF THE TAX CUTS IN SB59
Five quintiles: 

Low 
Income

Moderate 
income

Middle 
Income

Upper 
Income

Highest 
Income

$148m Personal 
Income Tax Rate 
Cut

$0.3m $5.7m $19.3m $29.8m $92.8m

$15m 
Non-Refundable 
Social Security 
Credit

$0.1m $1m $6m $7m $1m

$16m 
Non-Refundable 
15% EITC

$0.1m $3.4m $12.7m -- --

TOTAL
$0.5m
0.3%

$10.1m
5.6%

$38m
21.2%

$36.8m
20.6%

$93.8m
52.4%

FAGI 2019 quintiles $0 - $13,115 $13,116 - $30,734 $30,735 - $54,910 $54,911 - $97,462 $97,463 +

Census ACS household 
income quintiles 2019 $0 - $35,805 $35,806 - $62,267 $62,268 - $90,981 $90,982 - $132,560 $132,561 +

Source: Legislative Fiscal Analyst data, not counting the $15m corporate income tax cut
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….that average middle-class family with two kids in school is actually losing
much more than the $98 they receive from this income tax rate cut. When you 
divide the $164 million price tag by Utah’s K-12 student population of about 
675,000, then multiply by two kids in school, that average family that is gaining 
$98 in a tax break is giving up $485 that is now not going to be spent on their 
kids’ education every year. Not going to be spent on smaller class sizes or more 
experienced teachers or more up-to-date technology. Not going to be spent on 
closing the gaps in our education system between majority and minority groups 
and between haves and have-nots, gaps which are larger than nationally.


