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Colorado’s economy slows down .+
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Editor’s Note: Once among the nation’s fastest-growing economies, Colorado today confronts mounting
challenges that threaten its momentum. This series reveals how a state once defined by prosperity is
navigating economic cliffs and ridges. We explore the impact that increased regulations, tariffs, shift-
ing tax policies, the high cost of living and widening urban—rural divides have on businesses, workers,
and communities. The series also highlights the push to leverage Colorado’s outdoor economy — one of
its most valuable assets — for renewed growth, while working to attract industries like quantum and
aerospace.

Over the past two centuries, Colorado’s economy evolved from one driven primarily by natural

resources, notably tourism, mining and agriculture, to a more diverse portfolio powered by, among

other things, innovation in aerospace, defense and information technology.

During that time, the United States faced several economic crises, from the Great Depression to the

2008 Great Recession. Yet Colorado has emerged from these downturns jn ways other states could not,

according to Professor Brian Lewandowski, the executive director of the University of Colorado’s Busi-

ness Research Division.

Despite this resilience, he and other economists warned that the state’s job market may be headed for

another decline after more than a decade of consistent growth.

Colorado’s economy was hit hard by the 2001 Recession following the collapse of the dot-com bubble,

largely — according to Lewandowski —because of its growing tech sector.

It took the state about five years to recover from that tech bust, only to be hit by yet another recession

in 2008. But once that recession ended in mid-2009, Colorado’s economy took off anew. O
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Between 2010 and 2020, Colorado ranked among the top states in the country for just about every eco-
nomic metric, including population growth, employment growth, and income growth, Lewandowski
said.

“Then, a couple of years ago, we started to see a little bit of slowing in Colorado’s economy, and we’re
continuing to see that in 2025,” he said.

Growth stalls, while the labor force holds steady

According to the Colorado De(gg.r.tsnent of Labor and Employment’s most recent report, the state’s
unemployment rate stood atl4.2%) just slightly below the national average.

Job growth compared to the same time last year was slightly below the national average at while
the average hourly wage increased from August 2024 to $39.13 — $2.60 higher than the national aver-
age.
Growth varied widely by region, with metro areas such as Boulder, Colorado Springs, and Grand Junc-
tion seeing job gains. In contrast, cities like Fort Collins, Greeley, and Pueblo experienced decreases.
Lower-income regions and rural counties in Southern Colorado saw higher unemployment rates than
the rest of the state, with more than 6% of workers in Costilla County, for example, out of a job.
Residents without college degrees, men and people of color are also more likely to be unemployed. Indi-
viduals with less than a high school diploma were also almost four times more likely to be unemployed
than college grads.
While the relatively low unemployment rate and higher-than-average earnings were worth celebrating,
Lewandowski said Colorado still falls behind on other key indicators of economic health — for the
second quarter of 2025, the state ranked 34th for employment growth, 29th for personal income o /
growth, and 50th for one-year home price change.
“We had that 15-year period where Colorado’s economy was really just on a tear, and now when we’re
benchmarking to other states. For some of these metrics, it’s truly a slowdown,” he said. “We’re seeing
slower growth compared to other states in the country, but for other metrics, it’s a matter of other
states now playing catch-up.”
While it’s impossible to pinpoint precisely what’s causing Colorado’s economic slowdown, Lewan-
dowski and his colleagues have a few theories, including reduced population growth and @
increase in home prices leading to an affordability crisis.
Some experts believe this slowdown is temporary.
The Colorado Chamber of Commerce agrees. According to its quarterly reports, the number of online
job listings posted by employers in the state is in line with national trends.
“That suggests the state’s recent drop in GDP and employment growth rankings may not reflect a dis-
proportionate slowdown in hiring compared to other states,” said Cynthia Eveleth-Havens, the cham-
ber’s chief strategy officer.
That said, several areas worry the chamber, Eveleth-Havens said Coloradg has on31stently ranked
among the top 10 states in the country for business.
This year, however, it slid toi&o 11,)The chamber described this trend, along with the results of its
recent business leader survey, as “early warning signs of future challenges.” In that survey, two-thirds
of respondents said they believe the state’s economy is on the wrong track,
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“It’s important for our legislature to understand the impact state policies have on our overall economy,”’
Eveleth-Havens said. “We’re focused on

advancing policies that improve competitiveness and set us up for sustained future growth.”

What Colorado is getting right |

Since the Bureau of Labor and Statistics started collecting employment data in the mid-1970s, Colorado
has consistently ranked among the top states for labor force participation rate, or the percentage of the
population 16 and older that is either employed or activ seeking work. In the early{1980 g, the state’s
labor force participation rate stood between(60% and 70%. ollowing a downturn during the 2008
Great Recession and the pandemic, that number is almost the same as it was four decades ago.
According to August’s jobs report, Colorado had the seventh-highest labor force participation rate in the
country. As with many economic trends, Lewandowski said he can only offer an educated guess about
why so many Coloradans are part of the workforce. /@3“?,

“I've wondered — is it because Colorado ha n i i ?” he said.
“It could be people working for longer. It could be where we have dual-income households versus some
states, where they can get by on single incomes”

He added: “Some of this stuff is hard to definitively say what causes it, but there are things that seem
logical to help us understand or try to explain what could be happening behind some of these num-
bers.”

Colorado also has a high concentration of professional and business service jobs, which tend to be rel-
atively sedentary. As a result, workers here tend to retire later than those in states where labor-intensive
jobs are more common.

“If you’re an accountant, it’s not like your body is worn out at 50 or 55 from swinging a hammer for 30
years. That’s a profession where you can work into your 70s or 80s and still be pretty productive, so you
don’t have to hang it up because your body is fatigued from doing it for so long” Lewandowski
explained.

Colorado excels at capitalizing on its top-performing industries, such as aerospace, technology and
bioscience, Lewandowski added.

—_—
“I think the state has also been good at keeping their eye on the ball as to what’s next,” he sai)(é'noting
new technologies like artificial intelligence and quantum. wo’

A recent Colorado Chamber report noted that the number of Al jobs in Colorado has incrgased b\£2,°/D
over the last year, 13 percentage points above the national growth rate. ~—
“We want business leaders in technology, aerospace, manufacturing, and more to choose Colorado to
make future investments and grow jobs,” Eveleth-Havens said. “If we focus on the right policies, we can
ensure Colorado remains competitive now and in the future.”

What does the future hold?

Colorado’s economy has consistently shown that it can recover after a setback, but Lewandowski said
he believes that the next few years could be particularly challenging, given the country’s current polit-
ical environment.

Colorado is home to several federal research institutions, including the National Renewable Energy
Laboratory, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the National Institute of Stand-

ards and Technology.
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The state has always been home to a high number of federal employees and contractorg,_Lewar}%gwski
said, but that number is dwindling as federal jobs move to states like Texas and Indiana. _ 3¢
“Colorado’s federal footprint is at its lowest level in 35 years.” Lewandowski said, notizig that, in 2025,
the federal government employs less than 2% of the state’s workers.

“We're certainly calibrating to a new federal environment, and I think that’s sort of painful and difficult
to recalibrate in the short run in general, right?” However, he added, “I think all of those things look
like short-term risks.”

Eveleth-Havens from the Colorado Chamber of Commerce said Colorado’s regulatory landscape also
poses a challenge for businesses over the next decade. A recent report ranked Colorado as the sixth-
most regulated state in the country.

“This is negatively impacting our competitiveness and future economic growth, and we’re focused on
solutions to bring meaningful relief to businesses statewide,” she said.




