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Economic Report
Executive Summary

T

his study is focused on national and regional economic and housing trends. The regional geographies include Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming.

Economic conditions over the next year are expected to be volatile. The expected tapering of the
Federal Reserve’s asset purchasing program in March opens the door to increased interest rates. The
developing geopolitical escalation in Eastern Europe will likely impact oil prices upwards, furthering
inflationary pressures leading to more rate hikes. According to National Association of REALTORS®
Chief Economist Lawrence Yun, the instability in global financial markets could lead to foreign investors seeking safer U.S. Treasury bonds, leading to temporary short-term relief in the rising interest
rates.1
Compared to 2019, the national economic productivity increased 7.9%. Every state’s GDP is now
above 2019 levels. While overall GDP is positive, national job recovery is lagging and has yet to
recover to its pre-pandemic level. However, four states are above their 2019 levels. This includes Utah,
Idaho, Texas, and Arizona.
The Leisure and Hospitality sector continues to be the largest share of job losses nationally and for
most states. The Trade, Transportation, and Utilities sector and the Professional Business Services
lead the way for job growth.
Both prices and rents likely peaked in 2021 but are expected to see a positive growth rate in 2022.
While the near 1.6 million housing starts in 2021 felt record-breaking, it was still 23% below 2005.
Utah has set a record for housing starts in 2020 and 2021, surpassing its 2005 peak by 51%.
Market indicators confirm a national and state housing shortage, whether measured by the gap
between housing units and households or “on the ground” data, such as days on the market and rental
vacancy rates. The likelihood of low inventory persisting remains high. The surge in refinancing
activity and the persistence of home-improvement loans likely locked in would-be sellers into their
existing homes for some time.
Between 2015 and 2020, the median household income in the U.S. increased 9.3%, while the median
home sales price grew 39.4%. By the end of 2021, approximately 54% of U.S. households were priced
out of the median-priced home. As rates near 4%, with housing prices remaining static, approximately 58% of U.S. households will be priced out.
In December 2020, 2.7 million homeowners were in forbearance plans. That number was around
700,000 as of December 2021. The delinquency rate, which is highly correlated with the unemployment rate, is a severe risk. However, if the unemployment rate follows the recent trend, most homeowners in forbearance will keep their homes.
Approximately 16% of renter households are behind on their rent. Of the households who are behind
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brendarichardson/2022/03/01/home-price-appreciation-reaches-highest-level-in-atleast-45-years/?sh=219ee5ef384e
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on their rent, 5.4% are more than three months behind on their payments across the nation.
The lack of inventory is likely to lead to a 2.8% decline in national existing-home sales in 2022, while
new home sales are expected to jump 9%. Housing starts are expected to increase by 3.4%. Existing-home prices are likely to increase 5.1% and new home prices 5.5% in 2022.
Individuals between 26 and 32 years of age account for 9.9% (32.5 million) of the U.S. population.
This age cohort is expected to provide a wave of first-time homebuyers, keeping the demand strong
for the remainder of the decade.

Economic Overview
The shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic rocked the global economy, sending unemployment rates
to historic highs. The recovery is well underway. Although much uncertainty remains regarding
inflation and geopolitical events, the overall recovery remains headed in the right direction. The U.S.
economy has fully recovered from the pandemic-induced recession as measured by GDP. Compared
to 2019, the national economic productivity increased 7.9%. Every state’s GDP in 2021 is above 2019
levels (see Figure 1).
The 3.9% national unemployment rate is near historic lows. Additionally, several states are experiencing record-low unemployment figures. Utah leads the way with an unemployment rate of 1.9% (see
Figure 2). While overall GDP is positive, national job recovery is lagging and has yet to recover to its
pre-pandemic level. However, four states are above their 2019 levels. This includes Utah, Idaho, Texas,
and Arizona (see Figure 3).

FIGURE 1

Quarterly Gross Domestic Product by State, 2021 Q3 2-Yr. Change
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FIGURE 2

Unemployment Rate, December 2021

FIGURE 3

2-Yr. Nonfarm Employment Job Change, Dec. 2021-2019

The economic recovery continues its unevenness when comparing employment change by
industry. Nationally, the economy is still approximately 2.5 million jobs below its 2019 December level. However, positive job growth is led by the Trade, Transportation, and Utilities sector,
which increased 1.6%, along with the Professional Business Services, growing 2.1% from two
years prior (see Figure 4).
The Leisure and Hospitality sector continues to be the largest share of job losses nationally and
for most states. The state of Nevada continues to lag in its recovery due to the losses in this
sector, as does Colorado (see Figure 4.1). States with positive job growth are seeing the recovery led by multiple sectors. With an increase of 0.7% over 2019, Arizona’s job recovery is led by
the Trade, Transportation, and Utilities sector, growing by 2.9%, and the Professional Business
Services increasing. Utah’s recovery, with a net job change of 3.7% over 2019, was led by multiple
sectors. All but three categories experienced positive growth (see Figure 4.2).

FIGURE 4

U.S. 2-Yr. Emp. Change by Industry, Dec. 2021-2019
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FIGURE 4.1
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State 2-Yr. Emp. Change by Industry, Dec. 2021- 2019

FIGURE 4.2

State 2-Yr. Emp. Change by Industry, Dec. 2021- 2019
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Housing Market Indicators
Record spikes in housing costs were experienced nationally over the last 24 months, especially in the
Western region. The U.S. formed 1.6 million new households in 2021, bringing the total household
formations to 13.8 million between 2012 and 2021. During this period, approximately 8 million single-family homes were started. The housing gap accelerated over the last decade, reaching 5.8 million
in 2021. This imbalance, combined with declining mortgage rates, has pushed prices and rents to
record levels.
The median sales price for an existing single-family home reached all-time highs across the region
(see Figure 5). Colorado led the way in Q4 of 2021, with the median sales price reaching $574 thousand. Only New Mexico’s median price sits below the national average of the six states.
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FIGURE 5

Median Sales Price, Existing Single-Family Home, 2002 Q1 – 2021 Q4

FIGURE 6

YoY Quarterly Percent Change In Housing Price Index, 2002 Q1 – 2021 Q4

According to the Federal Housing Finance Agency’s Housing Price Index, Utah’s quarterly percent
change reached a peak in Q3 of 2021, increasing 30.2%, nearly doubling the rate of growth it saw in
2006 (see Figure 6). Arizona led the way in Q4 of 2021 with a 27.4% increase, and it was well below its
2004 peak of 33.8%. The growth rate likely peaked but still remains at or near historic highs.
Colorado also leads the region with the highest asking rent — although the difference in rent between
Colorado, Arizona, and Nevada is minimal (see Figure 7).

FIGURE 7

Monthly Asking Rent, 2017 – 2022 (Feb.)

Asking rents lagged the acceleration housing prices experienced throughout 2020 but quickly made
up the difference in 2021 (see Figure 8). Arizona’s growth rate peaked at 29.3% in the latter part of
2021, with the state continuing to lead the region in rent growth into 2022. Except for Wyoming, the
rate of rental growth rates likely peaked in the second half of 2021.

FIGURE 8

YoY Monthly Percent Change in Asking Rent, 2018 – 2022 (Feb.)
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Market Velocity & Supply Trends
The combination of household growth and lack of housing supply pushed the median days on the
market and vacancy rates to record lows. If skepticism exists regarding whether or not there is a
housing shortage, the decline in days on market and vacancy should put any disagreements to rest
regarding the imbalance in the supply and demand.
The median days on market experienced minimal to no seasonality for nearly 18 months while
spending nearly half of 2021 in the single-digit territory (see Figure 9). While the data is trending
upwards, the market is still at historic lows when adjusting for seasonality.

FIGURE 9

FIGURE 10
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Monthly, Median Days on Market, Metro and Micro Areas, 2018 - 2021

Rental Vacancy Rate, All Housing Types

The rental vacancy has also reached historic lows nationally. Over the last two years, every state in
the region experienced a period of record-low vacancy (see Figure 10). As of Q4 2021, Utah’s vacancy
declined to 3%, signaling full occupancy, provided that the 3% rate is likely for downtime when leases
are rolling over, and units are being turned for the new tenant in waiting.
While the near 1.6 million housing starts in 2021 felt record-breaking, it was still 23% below the 2005
peak (see Table 1). Nationally, 2021 ranks 14th for housing starts since 1982. Arizona’s 65,092 starts
rank 7th, Colorado’s rank 3rd, Nevada’s starts rank 19th, and Wyoming’s rank 9th. Utah has set a
record for housing in the region for 2020 and 2021, surpassing its 2005 peak by 51%.

TABLE 1

Annual Housing Starts, 2010 - 2021

While it is vital to give historical context to housing starts, the volume seen in 2021 is noteworthy.
Compared to the average starts between 2015 and 2020, the starts in 2021 are significantly over
that trend. Nationally, 2021 starts are nearly 30% above the 5-year average (see Figure 11). This is a
remarkable feat given the labor and supply challenges faced by homebuilders. Utah’s starts were just
over 60% of the 2015-2020 average, followed closely by Arizona.
The U.S. housing market last experienced a housing surplus in 2013. As of 2021, the imbalance
between households and new housing units reached a deficit of 5.8 million units (see Figure 12). If
current household formation trends continue, the average completion rate would have to triple to
close the deficit in the next six years.
Prior to the pandemic, the rate of job growth to new permitted units illustrated the metropolitan
areas that were dealing with housing shortages (see Figure 13). Mostly coastal and intermountain
metro areas exceeded the average of one permit for every two new jobs.

11

12

FIGURE 11

2021 Permitted Unit Construction Compared to the +/- 5-Year Avg.

FIGURE 12

2021 Permitted Unit Construction

FIGURE 13

Housing Shortage by Metro Level, Pre-Pandemic Job-to-Unit Ratio, 2019

Mortgage Origination Trends
In nearly every metropolitan area across the nation, the lack of existing for-sale inventory is at record
lows. This decline continues to push potential buyers to new construction. However, the likelihood of
low inventory persisting remains high. The surge in refinancing activity and the persistence of home
improvement loans likely locked in would-be sellers into their existing homes for some time.
When comparing the number of originated loans in 2018 and 2020, a decline in loans for home purchases was observed, while refinancing activity surged due to record-low rates (see Figure 14). Every
state in the region experienced a significant increase in refinancing activity. The refinancing share of
originations surged from low teens in 2018 to mid-to-high forties in 2020 (see Figure 15).

FIGURE 14

Share of Originated Loan Count by Loan Purpose, 2018 and 2020
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FIGURE 15

Share of Refinancing Originated Loan Count, 2018 and 2020

Housing Affordability
Over the last decade, the acceleration of housing prices has outpaced both inflation and household
incomes. Between 2015 and 2020, the median household income in the U.S. increased 9.3%, while the
median sales price of a home grew 39.4% (see Figure 16). While Arizona led the way in the region,
with household incomes increasing 16.7%, its housing prices surged 55.4%. While Wyoming’s price
increase totaled 28.9%, the median household income declined 2.2%.

FIGURE 16

Change in Household Income and Sales Price, 2015 - 2020

By the end of 2021, approximately 54% of U.S. households were priced out of the median-priced
home (see Figure 17). Every state in the region has seen an increase in the lack of housing affordability, and more households are priced out than can afford the median-priced home. New Mexico has the
lowest share of households priced out at 50.4%.
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FIGURE 17

Share of Households Priced Out of the Median-Priced Home, 2021Q4

The availability of affordable housing across all income spectrums declined between 2017 and 2020
(see Figure 18). The REALTORS® Affordability Distribution Curve and Score measure housing affordability at different income levels for all active inventory on the market. In Colorado, for example,
a household with an income between $50K and $100K could afford 46% of the active inventory
in 2017. But, in 2020, their affordable share declined to 42%. Furthermore, most renter household
incomes fall between the $25K-$50K range, and the surge in prices has further obstructed the path to
homeownership across the country and the states presented in this study.

FIGURE 18

REALTORS® Affordability Distribution Curve, Change July 2017 and 2020
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Changing Interest Rates
The recent uptick in mortgage rates remains relatively low compared to historical trends. However,
rates have increased approximately 120 basis points from the record low last February and 70 basis
points in the first month of 2022 (see Figure 19). This acceleration, combined with record-high prices,
will exacerbate affordability woes.

FIGURE 19

Historic 30-Year Fixed Mortgage Rate

The accelerated increase in interest rates will lead to further affordability challenges. As rates near 4%,
with housing prices remaining static, approximately 58% of U.S. households will be priced out of the
Q4 2021 median-priced home (see Figure 20). Colorado is likely to experience the highest share of
priced-out households.
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FIGURE 20

% of Households Priced Out of 2021 Q4 Median-Priced Home by Interest Rates

Market Stability
The surge in delinquencies in early 2020 led to dramatic fears of the housing market collapsing. So far
through the beginning of 2022, the only housing data that collapsed is the delinquencies. While not
yet at pre-pandemic levels, delinquencies have drastically improved since their mid-2020 peak (see
Figure 21). Every state, including the U.S. average, is a few basis points away from the pre-pandemic
levels. While there is a chance of an increase in some foreclosure activity, given the record surge in
homeowner equity, it is unlikely that significant impacts to supply will be experienced.

FIGURE 21

Share of Delinquent Mortgages, 2018 Q1 – 2021 Q4
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While the shift to work-from-home provided relief for many, renters were more likely to work in
face-to-face industries. As the lockdowns were implemented, their jobs were on hiatus and increasing the share of renter households unable to cover monthly housing costs.
Nearly two years since the start of the pandemic, approximately 16% of renter households are behind on their rent (see Figure 22). The share is even greater in Wyoming and Nevada. Of the households behind on their rent, 5.4% are more than three months behind on their payments across the
nation, with 9.8% in Nevada (see Figure 23).
With eviction bans now expired, some renters expect to be evicted. Approximately 6.8% (~440K
households) of U.S. renters are likely to be evicted over the next two months (see Figure 24). Close
to 10.3% of Wyoming’s households are likely to experience evection in mid-2022.
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FIGURE 22

Share of Renter Households Behind on Rent, Feb. 2022

FIGURE 23

Share of Renter Households 3+ Months Behind on Rent, Feb. 2022

FIGURE 24

Share of Renter Households Likely to be Evicted in Next 2 Months, Feb. 2022

Housing Outlook
As the housing market enters 2022, the continued strong demand and lack of ample supply point to
sustained sales and price growth for the year. However, rising rates and buyer sentiment continue
to be a point of contention. Overall, household balance sheets are strong, with savings exceeding
pre-pandemic levels for many households. Many young adults aspire to become homeowners, provided they can find homes to buy within their price range.
The lack of inventory will likely lead to a 2.8% decline in national existing-home sales in 2022, while
new home sales are expected to jump 9% (see Table 2). Housing starts are expected to increase by
3.4%. Existing home prices are likely to increase 5.1% and new home prices 5.5% in 2022. The Salt
Lake City metro area is expected to increase 15.2% in sales, with prices increasing 8.5% over 2021
prices. The Las Vegas metro area is expected to see little change in the number of sales but is expected
to see prices grow by 5.9%.

TABLE 2

National Forecast for Key Housing Variables, February 2022
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TABLE 3

Regional Metropolitan Forecast, 2022

The primary downside risk to the housing market in 2022 is a sharp rise in interest rates. Concerns
around long-run inflation could send 10-year Treasury rates higher along with mortgage rates.
Moreover, the Fed’s tapering of monthly purchases of Treasury securities and mortgages could lead to
higher rates as demand for these assets falls.

FIGURE 25

Mortgage Rate Forecast

The nation is currently experiencing a peak in the number of individuals in their early 30s (see Figure
26). This will support robust housing demand for at least the next five to 10 years. The millennial
generation are now in their prime home-buying years. Because they are the largest living generation,
demand for both owner-occupied and rental housing will remain strong over the next five to 10 years
as millennials form households and start families. Nearly 25 million young adults are living with their
parents and represent nearly one-third of all individuals between the ages of 18 and 34. This group
has tremendous sway over the future of the housing market.
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FIGURE 26

Share of Total Population by Single-Age Cohort, 2020

Expected rising wages will help the market to return to equilibrium. However, prices will need to
grow at a slower pace over an extended time to allow incomes to catch up and restore the historical
price-to-income relationship.
Additionally, the baby-boom generation, the second-largest generation, are not downsizing at the rate
that their parents did, limiting some of the available supply on the market. Moreover, baby boomers
buying second homes accelerated during the pandemic, adding to demand.
A shift toward downsizing by boomers would add significant supply to the housing market and reduce competition for less wealthy millennials and Gen Z. But this is unlikely to occur anytime soon.
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