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The Truth-O-Meter Says: 
 
"I created a flat tax in the state of Utah. It took that state to the number-one position in 
terms of job creation." 
 
Jon Huntsman on Tuesday, October 11th, 2011 in a Republican presidential debate in 
Hanover, N.H. 
 
Jon Huntsman touts record on taxes, job creation in New Hampshire debate 

Share this story: 

During the Oct. 11, 2011, Republican presidential debate in Hanover, N.H., Jon 
Huntsman touted his achievements on both tax policy and job creation. 

"I created a flat tax in the state of Utah. It took that state to the number-one position in 
terms of job creation. 

We rated both of these claims previously. We’ll recap those analyses here. 

The flat tax 

When we first reported this item, the Huntsman campaign pointed us to published reports 
from this spring and from 2007 that explained how he began pushing for the changes 
soon after he took office in January 2005. 

"We need a tax policy that is not only friendly to our citizens but also creates a 
competitive environment for business. Business as usual will leave us behind our 
neighboring states," Huntsman said during his first State of the State speech in January 
2005. 

Huntsman and the Legislature achieved their goal with two changes in tax law over two 
years. 

When Huntsman took office, there were six income tax brackets ranging from 2.3 percent 
to 7 percent. Ultimately, Huntsman and the Legislature approved a single rate of 5 
percent. 
   
This created a much flatter tax, stripping away most deductions and credits. Utah 
taxpayers still adjust their income in ways such as counting interest earned on bonds or 
deducting withdrawals they make from medical savings accounts. 
   
The research arm of the Utah Legislature says this was not a flat tax in the purest sense. 
"Although the new system has a single statutory rate of 5.0 percent, it is not a 
proportional or 'flat' income tax system. Rather, Utah’s new income tax system remains 



progressive through tax credits,'' said a January 2010 report of the Utah Office of 
Legislative Research and General Counsel. (A progressive tax system is one in which 
richer people pay a higher percentage of their income in taxes than poorer people.) 
   
Roughly 90 percent of taxpayers get to claim as a credit on state taxes a portion of their 
federal tax deductions and exemptions. The credit phases out and goes away for those 
making very high incomes in the state. 
   
This makes the effective tax rate about 3 percent for Utah taxpayers earning $70,000 a 
year in 2008 and 4 percent for a household with $100,000 in taxable income, according to 
the legislative group's analysis. 
   
"There's no question this is a single rate tax -- but with the credit, the overwhelming 
majority of taxpayers do not pay 5 percent of their income,'' said Phil Dean, the policy 
analyst who authored the 2010 study. 
   
Anti-tax groups have given Huntsman high marks for the overhaul and have said they 
consider it to be a flat tax. 
   
The libertarian Cato Institute gave Huntsman the highest score of any governor on tax 
policy in 2006. Likewise, the Club for Growth praised Huntsman's tax reform while 
adding there were some "minor blemishes"' that included other tax increases during his 
tenure. (It's worth noting that both groups fault Huntsman for increases in state spending 
that occurred under his watch.) 
   
So the system he and the Legislature enacted in Utah wasn’t a pure flat tax, since 
taxpayers may still make adjustments for certain financial factors -- but it is a flatter tax, 
and it includes one major defining factor of a flat tax, a single rate for all income groups. 
 
Job creation 
 
When we asked the Huntsman campaign in September for data to back up the claim, they 
directed us to a blog post at National Review Online, the website of the well-known 
conservative magazine. The item, posted June 20, 2011, compared employment statistics 
for several governors. 
 
"During Huntsman’s tenure, January 2005 to August 2009, Utah had the best overall job-
growth rate of any state in the nation," the item said. "In that same time frame, Perry’s 
job-growth rate was 4.9 percent. (Minnesota Gov. Tim) Pawlenty’s job-growth rate was 
negative: The number of jobs in Minnesota decreased by 1.8 percent." 
 
At PolitiFact, we always double-check data in media reports against official statistics, so 
we did so here. 
 
We turned to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the government’s official source of 
employment statistics. We looked at the Current Employment Statistics database for each 



of the 50 states and subtracted the number of jobs in January 2005 from the number in 
August 2009. 
 
As it happens, this period was split between an expansion (2005 through 2007) and a 
deep recession (2008 and 2009), so a majority of states actually lost jobs over that period. 
Utah was not one of the job-losing states -- but it also wasn’t No. 1 in the nation, 
according to this set of statistics. 
 
The states with the fastest employment growth over the period when Huntsman was 
governor were Wyoming, with a 9.5 increase; North Dakota, with 7.5 percent; Texas, 
with 6.5 percent; and Utah, with 4.8 percent. 
 
So Huntsman’s claim gets a False, right? Not so fast. 
 
When we showed our math to the Huntsman camp, they stood by their numbers. They 
sent us to a page for the state of Utah on the BLSwebsite that backed up the claim 
Huntsman made during the debate -- the number of jobs in Utah rose by 5.9 percent over 
the period. Using the equivalent pages for the other three states, we found that Utah 
exceeded them all -- Texas grew by 4.9 percent, as Huntsman indicated, while Wyoming 
grew by 4 percent and North Dakota grew by 3 percent. 
 
Using these figures, Huntsman was correct. So what gives? 
 
When we checked with the BLS, a spokesman explained that the way we calculated the 
numbers and the way the Huntsman camp calculated the numbers are different because 
the numbers come from different data sets. The data we used come from the Current 
Employment Statistics, a monthly study of the payroll data at 400,000 businesses, 
whereas the Huntsman campaign was using data from the Current Population Survey, 
which is based on a survey of about 60,000 households. 
 
Is one of these data set preferred in this context? The BLS’s answer is yes -- and the 
preferred method is not the one used by the Huntsman campaign. "BLS uses changes in 
the payroll survey to describe job gain or loss," said spokesman Gary Steinberg. 
 
We’ll note one additional factor. For claims like these, where elected officials suggest 
that they deserve credit for an achievement (or that their opponent deserves blame for a 
failure), PolitiFact attempts to determine whether the politician in question does in fact 
deserve credit or blame. 
 
In the case of job creation, Huntsman, as governor, played some role, but there were so 
many other factors at play -- from the state of the national economy to the particular 
climate for specific industrial sectors in the state to broader demographic trends -- that we 
think it’s a stretch for Huntsman to claim a significant share of the credit. That’s 
particularly because he credited just one portion of his efforts in office, the tax overhaul, 
with the job-creation numbers. 
 



Our ruling 
 
Huntsman didn’t create a pure flat tax in Utah, but he did create a flatter one. As for jobs, 
the Utah economy did well, but was not the No. 1 job-creating state in the nation by the 
yardstick most economists, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, would use. And we don’t 
think it’s valid for Huntsman to claim as much credit as he does for himself and his tax 
changes for the jobs numbers. On balance, we rate the statement Half True. 

 


