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Salt Lake County is the economic, political, and cultural center of
Utah. The county is currently home to nearly 40% of Utah residents
and generates about half of all jobs in the state. It remains the most
populous county, with a million of the stateÕs 2.6 million residents,2

and its daytime population swells by more than 50,000 to
accommodate in-commuters from surrounding counties. Salt Lake
County has maintained a central yet evolving role within the state
since its inception.

Because of its relative size, Salt Lake County dominates all standard
state-level demographic and economic metrics. The truly distinctive
character of Salt Lake County within Utah becomes particularly
evident when it is compared to the rest of the state, rather than to the
state as a whole. This paper focuses on key population characteristicsÑ
age and sex structure, race and ethnic composition, and household
sizes of Salt Lake County, and examines how these compare to the
balance of Utah. What emerges from this analysis is that the county is
much more similar to the nation than is the rest of the state, which
truly embodies the more classic ÒUtah demographics.Ó These
differences have significant implications for the future of Salt Lake
County. This analysis begins with an identification and comparison of
historical demographic characteristics of Salt Lake County with those
elsewhere in Utah. The second half of the paper is an exploration of
how these differential patterns and trends will impact the future of the
county.  

Past and Current Demographic Trends and
Characteristics
Utah perennially ranks at the extremes among states on most basic
population characteristics. Its highest-in-the-nation fertility rate
combines with long-term net in-migration to generate rapid rates of
population growth, a youthful population, a high number of children
per capita, and large average household size.  While Salt Lake County
shares these rankings relative to the nation, these signature Utah
demographics are much more pronounced elsewhere in Utah. That is,
Salt Lake County has a higher median age and smaller household size
than the rest of the state. In addition, it is more racially and ethnically
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Highlights

¥ Salt Lake County is the economic, political, and
cultural center of Utah and is expected to remain so
for the foreseeable future. The county is currently
home to nearly 40% of Utah residents and generates
about half of all jobs in the state. 

¥ When the demographic characteristics and trends of
Salt Lake County are compared to those of the rest of
the state, it is quite clear that policies designed to
target state averages miss the mark. Although the
signature Utah population characteristics influence
the county, they are much more pronounced
elsewhere in the state. Further, Salt Lake CountyÕs
demographics are much more similar to the nation
than are those of the rest of Utah, and will become
more so in the future.

¥ Salt Lake County has an older and more diverse
population with smaller households than the rest of
the state. The national post-WWII baby boom age
wave is much more prominent in the Salt Lake
County population, while the early 1980s Utah baby
boom age wave and its echo dominate the age
structure elsewhere in Utah.

¥ If trends continue, the 60 and older population in
Salt Lake County will surpass its school-age
population by 2033 and exceed it by over 70,000 by
2050.  The oldest age group in the population, those
85 years and older, will increase twelve-fold, from just
over 8,700 in 2000 to over 103,000 in 2050.  This
means that nearly half (46.3 percent) of all Utahns 85
years and older will reside in Salt Lake County in
2050. 

¥ The retirement-age dependency ratio for Salt Lake
County is projected to reach 39.9, which is even
higher than the 37.0 projected for the U.S.  The
combined dependency ratio of 96.1 for Salt Lake
County in 2050 will surpass the state of UtahÕs 1970
dependency ratio. Because of the absolute and relative
increases in the oldest age groups, Salt Lake County
will face challenges that it has never experienced.
While in the past it has confronted a very high youth
dependency ratio, it will for the first time have the
simultaneous occurrence of high youth and high
retirement-age dependency ratios. 
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*This study is part of a much larger study of Salt Lake County
demographics and socioeconomics which has been commissioned by Salt
Lake County Aging Services.



diverse and has a higher share of foreign born.  And, as is
shown later in the paper, these differences in demographic
characteristics eventually translate into quite distinct
demographic futures, and for Salt Lake County, one which is
much more similar to that of the nation. 

Age Structure and Sex Ratios

Salt Lake CountyÕs median age in 2000 was 28.9, as compared
to 25.9 elsewhere in Utah and 35.1 for the nation. The
countyÕs higher median age is the result of a greater share of
working-age persons than the rest of the state. While the
county had 40.2 percent of the stateÕs total population in the
2000 census, it had only 37.3 percent of the stateÕs population
less than 25 years old, and 38.6 percent of the stateÕs
population 60 years and older (Figure 1). However, 43.6
percent of the stateÕs middle working-age group, ages 25 to 60
years old, were residents of Salt Lake County in 2000. As a

result, the youth and retirement-age dependency ratios are
lower in Salt Lake County than in the rest of the state. 

The dependency ratio is a commonly used measure of age
structure. The youth dependency ratio is the number of
persons less than 18 years old per 100 working-age persons
(18 to 65 years old), while the retirement-age dependency
ratio is the number of persons 65 years and older per 100
working-age persons. The sum of these two components is the
total dependency ratio. As shown in Figure 2, in 2000 the
youth dependency ratio was 49.6 in Salt Lake County as
compared to 57.6 for the rest of the state and 41.5 in the U.S.
The retirement-age dependency ratio in 2000 was 13.2 in Salt
Lake County as compared to 15.2 for the state and 20.1 for
the nation. UtahÕs early 1980s baby boom and its current echo
boom are much less dominant in the countyÕs age structure
than in that of the rest of the state, while the age wave

corresponding to the national post-WWII baby boom is much
more prominent in Salt Lake County than elsewhere in Utah.
This is illustrated in Figure 3.

The national baby boom is generally defined as beginning in
1946, peaking in 1957, and ending in 1964. The echo from
this boom began about 1976, peaked in 1990, and ended
around 2000. In contrast, UtahÕs post-WWII baby boom
peaked in 1962, and resulting echo peaked in the early 1980s.
An additional echo is now underway, with record births for
nine of the past ten years. While the national baby boom peak
in 1957 exceeded that of its echoÕs peak in 1990, each of
UtahÕs echoes has surpassed the prior boom or echo.

As shown in Figure 4, the age-specific sex ratios for Salt Lake
County follow the same basic pattern as the rest of the state,
with the notable exception of the 15 through 19, 20 through
24, 30 through 34, and 65 years and older age groups. In Salt
Lake County, males outnumber females for 5-year age groups
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Figure 1
Salt Lake County Share of the Utah Population:

Male, Female, & Total by 5-Year Age Groups, 2000

Figure 2
Dependency Ratios in 2000:

Salt Lake County, Rest of Utah, and U.S.

Figure 3
Population by Age and Sex, 2000

Sources: BEBR computations from Bureau of the Census data, Census 2000, SF1.

Source: BEBR computations from Bureau of the Census data, Census 2000, SF1.
Note: Components may not sum to totals due to rounding.

Source: BEBR computations from Bureau of the Census data, Census 2000, SF1.
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in older age groups. The ratio dips below one for the U.S. by
the 40 through 44 year old age group. However, the male-to-
female ratio is higher in the older age groups outside of Salt
Lake County, while the sex ratio of Salt Lake County in these
older age groups only slightly exceeds that of the nation. This
means that a greater share of the older population in the U.S.
is female as compared to Salt Lake County, and a greater share
of the older population in Salt Lake County is female as
compared to the rest of the state. Possible explanations include
differential migration patterns of the older population within
Utah as well as differing race and ethnic composition of the
U.S., Salt Lake County, and the rest of Utah.4

Households and Group Quarters 

Of the 295,141 Salt Lake County households counted in the
2000 census, 81,039 were classified as non-family households,
composing about half of the stateÕs nonfamily household total5

(Table 1). Family households were 72.5 percent of households
in the county, as compared to 79.1 percent for the rest of the
state. Salt Lake County had a larger proportion of 1-person
households and a smaller share of 4-person or greater
households, as compared to the rest of the state. The average
household size in Salt Lake County was 3.00 persons, as
compared to 3.22 persons per household elsewhere in Utah.
Family households had an average of 3.53 persons, somewhat
less than the 3.60 persons in the rest of the state.

Persons in group quarters (dormitories, correctional facilities,
nursing homes, etc.) were enumerated to be 14,380 or 1.6

under 50, while males are nearly equal to females in the 50-
through-54 age group, and females outnumber males for all
five-year age groups 55 years and older. The pattern is similar
in the rest of Utah, with the exception of the 15 through 19
and 20 through 24-year- old age groups. In these age groups,
the male-to-female ratio is less than one for the rest of the state
outside of Salt Lake County. The sex ratio for the U.S. is
nearly identical to Salt Lake County for all five-year age groups
less than 25 years old. Beyond 25 years old, Salt Lake County
has higher sex ratios than the U.S.

This difference in the sex ratio in the 15 through 19 and 20
through 24-year-old age groups is most likely an indication of
a lower young male participation rate in out-of-state religious
service (missions) in Salt Lake County than in the rest of the
state in general. Labor force participation rates are higher for
both males and females aged 16 through 19 and 20 through
24 in Salt Lake County as compared to the rest of the state.
Also, school enrollment for male and female residents in Salt
Lake County ages 15 through 19 and 20 through 24 is lower
than comparable rates for the rest of the state.3 The male-to-
female ratio for the 25 through 29 is somewhat higher and the
30 through 39-year-old age groups is substantially higher in
Salt Lake County. Given the magnitude of large construction
projects underway in 2000, this could be a reflection of the
temporary construction worker population, which is mostly
male. While many of the signature statewide demographic
characteristics are present in exaggerated form outside Salt
Lake County, they are much less evident in Salt Lake County.
Younger persons (ages 15 through 24) who reside in Salt Lake
County are much more likely to be in the labor force rather
than in school compared to their counterparts elsewhere in the
state. 

For both Salt Lake County and the balance of Utah (excluding
Salt Lake County), the male-to-female ratio is less than one for
all 5-year age groups 55 years and older, and this ratio declines

Table 1
Households by Type and Size:

Salt Lake County and the Rest of Utah, 2000

Figure 4
Males per 100 Females by 5-Year Age Groups:
Salt Lake County, the Rest of Utah, U.S. - 2000

Source: BEBR computations from Bureau of the Census data, Census 2000, SF1.

Source: BEBR computations from U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 SF1, QT-P10.



percent in Salt Lake County and 10.9 percent in the state. Salt
Lake County also has a significantly higher share of non-
Hispanic Asian persons in its minority population (2.5 percent
in 2000) than the rest of the state (1.0 percent). Nearly three-
quarters of the stateÕs Pacific Islander population resides in Salt
Lake County.

By 1990, over half the stateÕs minorities lived in Salt Lake
County. According to decennial census counts, Salt Lake
CountyÕs total population increased by 172,431 from 1990 to
2000. Of this, 96,799 or 56.1 percent of the increase was
contributed by growth of the minority population and 63,140
or 36.6 percent was contributed by growth of the Hispanic
population (Table 3). At the state level, 34.7 percent of the
population growth in the 1990s was minority and 22.9

percent was Hispanic. The
proportions have increased
since 2000.

Foreign Born

Much of the increase in the
minority populations is
attributable to immigration,
which has increased significantly
over the past 20 years to reach
historic levels. Since 1990, Utah
has become a new immigrant
destination.  Within the state,
Salt Lake County has received a
greater share of immigrants than
the rest of the state in general.
While the county is home to
40.2 percent of the stateÕs total
population, it has nearly 6 in 10

percent of the Salt Lake County population in 2000,
somewhat less than the 2.0 percent share for the rest of the
state. The county has nearly 60 percent of the stateÕs
correctional facility population because of the presence of the
state prison. This results in over half (56 percent) of the stateÕs
institutionalized male population aged 18 through 64 residing
in the county.6

Race and Ethnicity

The Salt Lake County minority population more than tripled
from 1980 to 2000 to reach 171,190 or 19.1 percent of the
population (Figure 5). This share is significantly higher than
the 14.7 percent of the state as a whole and the 11.8 percent
share for the rest of the state (state minus Salt Lake County).
Among all counties, Salt Lake County has the numerically
largest minority population, and the countyÕs minorities
account for 52 percent of the state minority population.
Hispanics were 62 percent of the Salt Lake County minority
population in 2000. The 2005 American Community Survey
(ACS) of households estimates the minority share of Salt Lake
County has increased to 22.0 percent and the minority share
of the state population has increased to 16.4 percent. Salt Lake
County has the highest share of minorities of any county in
Utah except San Juan County, which has the largest American
Indian population in the state. As shown in Table 2, Salt Lake
County has a greater share of the stateÕs population of all but
one major race and ethnic minority groups (American Indian)
than its share in the stateÕs total population (40.2 percent) in
general.7

The countyÕs largest minority is Hispanic or Latino, which in
2000 was 11.9 percent of the county population as compared
to 7.1 percent of the rest of the state (excluding Salt Lake
County).  According to estimates from the 2005 ACS, the
Hispanic share of the household population increased to 14.7
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Table 2
Race and Ethnicity of the Population (2000)

Figure 5
Salt Lake County Minority Population:

Total Minorities, Share of County Total, Share of State Minorities

Source: Bureau of the Census, SF1, 2000 Census.

Sources: Bureau of the Census, Perlich (2002), BEBR computations.
Note: Prior to 1970, minority is non-White. For 1970 and beyond, minority is non-White (may be Hispanic or non-
Hispanic) plus Hispanic (may be of any race).



of the stateÕs foreign born population. The foreign born were
estimated to be 10.4 percent of the total population of Salt Lake
County in the 2000 census and 11.6 percent of household
population in 2005, according to the ACS. At the state level,
foreign born were 7.1 percent of the total population in the
2000 census and 7.9 percent of the household population in the
2005 ACS. 

Salt Lake County has almost two-thirds of the stateÕs European
foreign born population (including 82.4 percent of the Eastern
European foreign born), almost two-thirds of the stateÕs Asian
foreign born, and over two-thirds of the stateÕs foreign born
from Africa and Oceania.  Notably, nearly 9 in 10 of the stateÕs
Polynesian foreign born (87.7 percent) reside in Salt Lake
County. The county is also home to well over half (55.7
percent) of the Latin American foreign born in the state. Salt
Lake County has become an international melting pot in the
state (Table 4).  

The foreign born population is more heavily concentrated in
the working ages and also has a higher male-to-female ratio
that the native born population. Much of this population is
working in construction, hospitality, landscaping, other service
occupations, agriculture, and manufacturing. The foreign born
are currently young and significant subpopulations (notably
Hispanic/Latino) have fertility rates higher than the native
born.8

Projected Demographic Trends and
Characteristics  
The Utah GovernorÕs Office of Planning and Budget produces
projections of population by age and sex and employment by
industry for counties in Utah to the year 2050. The 2005
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baseline demographic projections for Salt Lake County are
reviewed below.  

Population Size and Change

Salt Lake CountyÕs total population is projected to increase to
1.7 million by 2050 (Table 5 and Exhibit 1). This represents
an average annual rate of growth from 2000 to 2050 of 1.2
percent, lower than what is projected for the state as a whole:
1.8 percent. The countyÕs share of the state population is
expected to decline from 40.2 percent in 2000 to 31.0 percent
in 2050.9 Still, the county will be the most populous for the
foreseeable future. Salt Lake County will remain the
employment center in the state as well, although its share of
UtahÕs total employment (wage and salary jobs plus self-

Table 3
Contributions to Salt Lake County Population Increase:

Total, Minority, and Hispanic … 1970 to 2000

Table 4
Place of Birth of the Foreign Born Population (2000)

Source: BEBR computations from decennial census counts.

Sources: BEBR computations of Census 2000, SF3.
Note: The abbreviation n.e.c. stands for not elsewhere classiefied.
















