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INTRODUCTION

On January 4, 2021, newly sworn-in Utah Gov. Spencer Cox issued 
his first executive order. The order requires all executive branch agencies 
that establish administrative rules for occupational or professional licensing 
to review and identify those rules and regulations “that are no longer 
necessary or can be amended to reduce barriers to working while still 
protecting the health, safety, and well-being of Utah residents.” 1

Just a couple of weeks after Governor Cox’s call 
to action, Sen. Curtis Bramble introduced SB 
87.2 The bill’s House floor sponsor, Rep. Can-
dice Pierucci, said, “The impetus for this [bill] 
is looking at how often government overregu-
lates industries and businesses.”3 The bill, which 
quickly became known as the “Blow Dry Bar 
Bill,” sought an exemption from the state’s cos-
metology/barber license for any individual who 
“only dries, styles, arranges, dresses, curls, hot 
irons, shampoos, or conditions hair.”4 In lieu of 
a cosmetology/barber license, the bill ultimately 
required that stylists complete a “hair safety pro-
gram” of no more than two hours and pass a cor-
responding exam with a score of at least 75%.5 

In explaining the bill, Bramble said, “Sham-
pooing and blow drying hair is something that 
everybody is familiar with. The idea that you 
need to have a license to do what is a common 
practice is a challenge.”6 This is in line with a 
Utah Supreme Court precedent holding that 
the state can license only occupations that “re-
quire special skill, learning and experience, and 
[where] the public ordinarily does not have suffi-

cient knowledge to determine the qualifications 
of the practitioner.”7 Despite some pushback 
from the cosmetology industry, including a pro-
test at the Salt Lake City-County Building,8 the 
bill garnered majority support in both houses 
of the Legislature and was signed into law on 
March 16, 2021.9  

 Utah’s Blow Dry Bar Bill is only one of the 
latest examples of how cosmetology licensing has 
attracted concern in recent years for the costs it 
imposes on workers, consumers and the wider 
economy.10 But while much research has been 
done on the costs and benefits of occupational 
licensing in general,11 little work has been done 
to systematically analyze the experiences of peo-
ple pursuing cosmetology careers. 

A forthcoming Institute for Justice study 
aims to change that with a detailed analysis of 
federal educational data, including a large, and 
largely untapped, dataset on nondegree creden-
tials and work experience programs.12 This policy 
brief draws on that national study to explore the 
experiences of people pursuing cosmetology ca-
reers in Utah.
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Key findings include: 
The education required for cosmetology licensure in Utah is expensive and 
time-consuming, and students typically incur significant student loan debt to 
finance it.

Cosmetology programs in Utah rarely graduate people on time, delaying 
aspiring cosmetologists’ entry into the workforce and increasing their debt 
burden.

If aspiring cosmetologists become licensed in Utah, they frequently end up 
in jobs where they earn low wages, likely making it difficult to repay loans.

Our data suggest Utah’s licensure requirements largely explain why 
cosmetology school takes as long as it does. After Utah reduced required 
education hours in 2013, over 90% of cosmetology schools in the state 
shortened their programs to match.

Unfortunately, Utah’s cosmetology school-
ing requirements appear disconnected from the 
government’s interest in protecting public health 
and safety—the justification for restricting occu-
pational entry through licensing.13 Not only do 
many niche cosmetology services—such as those 
provided by blow dry bars—pose little or no 
threat to the public, but licensing requirements 
for cosmetologists outstrip those for other occu-
pations that present greater risks. At the same 
time, cosmetology programs appear to spend lit-
tle time on health and safety.

Based on our findings, it is clear that ob-
taining a license represents a tremendous bur-
den for aspiring cosmetologists—and one where 
the costs appear to outweigh the benefits. Given 
these costs, Utah policymakers should take the 
opportunity presented by Governor Cox to take 
a hard look at whether the state’s license is the 
proper way to regulate cosmetology. 
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BACKGROUND

Cosmetology is a vast and highly regulat-
ed industry in the United States. In 2020, over 
2,500 people were working as cosmetologists 
in Utah. Put differently, for every 1,000 jobs in 
the state, nearly 1.7 were in cosmetology.14 Ev-
ery one of those 2,500 people needs a cosme-
tology/barber license to do their job, and the 
requirements for licensure are far from trivial. 

Based on information gathered for the 
second edition of License to Work, an IJ report 
that catalogs licensing requirements for 102 
lower-income occupations across all 50 states 
and the District of Columbia, applicants for a 
Utah cosmetology license must spend at least 
1,600 hours in cosmetology school (which 
takes approximately 373 calendar days, assum-
ing full-time study), pay $234 in fees and pass 
two exams.15 By IJ’s metrics, these rank as the 
9th most burdensome requirements among 
those for the 64 lower-income occupations from 
License to Work that Utah licenses.16 Taking into 
account required education or experience, fees, 
and exams, Utah licenses cosmetologists more 
onerously than 18 other states.17 In fact, Utah 
requires more education than 31 other states 
and the District of Columbia.18

Utah’s licensing requirements for cosme-
tologists are more burdensome than those for 
some other occupations with far greater rele-
vance to public health and safety. For example, 
compared to entry-level emergency medical 
technicians in Utah, cosmetologists spend more 
hours (and calendar days) in training and pay 
higher fees for their licenses, even though the 

work of an EMT is undoubtedly more closely 
related to health and safety. And the difference 
in required training is not marginal: Utah re-
quires 13 times more calendar days’ worth of 
training for cosmetologists than for aspiring 
EMTs (373 days vs. 28 days).19 

Utah’s cosmetology licensing requirements 
look especially onerous when placed in an in-
ternational context. Over half of the member 
countries of the European Union, in addition 
to the United Kingdom, do not require cosme-
tology licensure at all.20 Certification is avail-
able for those in the U.K. if they seek it, but it 
is entirely voluntary.21

Another reason to question Utah’s cosme-
tology licensing requirements is that cosmetol-
ogy schooling does not appear tightly linked to 
health and safety. State law requires cosmetol-
ogy programs to cover health and safety, but it 
does not specify how much time they should 
devote to the topic.22 And when cosmetology 
schools describe how much time their pro-
grams devote to health and safety, it becomes 
clear that they believe the topic can be ade-
quately covered in just a few hours. 

For example, as Figure 1 illustrates, one 
Utah school’s program spends less than 5% of 
the required 1,600 hours on health and safe-
ty-related topics, and this is when construing 
health and safety broadly.23 In other words, 
only about 18 days out of a yearlong program 
are spent on health and safety, even though 
health and safety is the official—and only legit-
imate—rationale for licensing the occupation.
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Source: New Horizons Beauty Academy. (2020). Catalog. https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/f8bc61ceed524a8ab5baec-
45c52e4330/files/uploaded/Catalog%20November%202020.pdf

Source: Taylor Andrews Academy. (2021). Student catalog. https://taylorandrew.com/wp-content/uploads/2021 /01/
NEW-Student-Catalog-2020.docx-2.pdf

A similar pattern appears in the curric-
ulum for another Utah school’s program, 
this one 2,000 hours long. As Figure 2 
shows, again using a broad definition of 

health and safety, the program spends as lit-
tle as 39 hours, or about nine days, covering 
this essential topic.   This means health and 
safety accounts for less than 2% of the total 
curriculum.

24

Utah has started to recognize that its 
cosmetology licensing requirements are un-
necessarily high—at least when it comes to 
some niche cosmetology services. For ex-
ample, in 2012, spurred by an IJ lawsuit, a 

federal judge freed African-style hair braiders 
from cosmetology licensure in Utah, ruling 
that it was unconstitutional to require braid-
ers to become licensed cosmetologists when 
they do not cut or color hair and cosmetolo-

https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/f8bc61ceed524a8ab5baec45c52e4330/files/uploaded/Catalog%20November%202020.pdf
https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/f8bc61ceed524a8ab5baec45c52e4330/files/uploaded/Catalog%20November%202020.pdf
https://taylorandrew.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/NEW-Student-Catalog-2020.docx-2.pdf
https://taylorandrew.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/NEW-Student-Catalog-2020.docx-2.pdf


studies have quantified how much time and 
money it actually costs to complete the required 
education or whether that investment pays off 
in the form of earnings.31

A forthcoming IJ study extends our work 
on occupational licensing’s costs to focus on the 
experiences of people pursuing cosmetology ca-
reers. A primary data source for that study, and 
this Utah-specific policy brief, is the Nation-
al Center for Education Statistics’ Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System. IPEDS 
provides data on cosmetology schools and their 
students by gathering information from Title 
IV schools—that is, schools that accept feder-
al loans and Pell Grants. This policy brief uses 
IPEDS data for the 2011–2012 to 2016–2017 
school years to take a closer look at the data for 
Utah. 

Specifically, this policy brief uses IPEDS 
data about costs (i.e., tuition, school fees, books 
and supplies) and hours, which are provided at 
the program level, and data about financial aid 
and graduation rates, which are provided at the 
school level. The number of Utah programs by 
year in this sample ranged from 20 to 23, while 
the number of Utah schools by year ranged 
from seven to 12. Analyzing these data provides 
a clearer picture of the experiences of Utahns 
forced to obtain a cosmetology license.
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gy school typically spends little, if any, time 
on hair braiding.25 In 2013, the Legislature 
passed a bill updating the state’s cosmetology 
law to reflect the ruling.26

In another example, the state does not 
regulate microblading through licensure 
or other personal qualifications.27 Micro-
blading is a semipermanent procedure akin 
to tattooing that involves making small, 
hairlike cuts in the skin and filling them 
with pigment to create the effect of fuller 
eyebrows, reducing the need to fill in one’s 
brows on a daily basis. Instead of state li-
censing, county health departments regulate 
the cleanliness of brow studios and the proper 
disposal of microblading equipment.28

And, as described in the introduction, 
the state recently exempted people who only 
wash, dry or style hair from cosmetology 
licensure.29 

In addition to exempting these niche 
services from licensure, Utah has also mod-
estly reduced cosmetology licensing require-
ments. In 2013, it cut required cosmetolo-
gy schooling hours from 2,000 to 1,600.30 
Though this was a welcome improvement, 
licensing burdens remain high with little 
time spent on health and safety. But while 
previous research has estimated the average 
hours needed to obtain a license, very few 



RESULTS

KEY FINDING 1: 

The education required for cosmetology licensure in Utah 
is expensive and time-consuming, and students typically 
incur significant student loan debt to finance it. 

Source: IPEDS.

Utah cosmetology programs are expensive 
in terms of both time and money. For licensure, 
the state requires cosmetologists to complete 
at least 1,600 hours of education, and most of 
the state’s cosmetology programs recorded by 
IPEDS (n=20–23) are designed to last around 
12 months.32 For this education, students can 
expect to pay thousands of dollars. The average 
cost of attending cosmetology school in Utah 
was more than $14,400 over the study period.33 

However, this average masks a dramatic increase 
in costs over time. Costs were around $13,700 
for the 2011–2012 school year but had risen to 
over $15,000 by the 2016–2017 school year, 
for an increase of more than 10% (see Figure 
3). This outpaces inflation over the same period 
(6.7%).34 This is particularly notable given that 
most Utah schools reduced curriculum hours by 
400 hours during the study period.35 
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Compared to a four-year degree, cosmetolo-
gy school may appear to be a bargain, but most 
cosmetology students come from lower-income 
backgrounds and must fund their education 
with the help of financial aid. The income pro-
file of students is illustrated by Pell Grant data. 
Pell Grants are a form of need-based federal aid 
intended to help lower-income students access 
postsecondary education and vocational pro-
grams. These grants do not normally have to be 
repaid and are awarded based on a set of factors 
that include financial need and the cost of the 

program.36 On average across Utah cosmetology 
schools (n=7-12), over 50% of students recieved 
a Pell Grant during the study period. The average 
Pell Grant award per recipient was over $4,000. 

Aspiring cosmetologists may also turn to 
student loans to help fund this expense. On av-
erage, almost 40% of students at Utah cosme-
tology schools took out student loans. Among 
those with student loans, the average amount 
borrowed was over $5,400. 
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In any given year, about a 
quarter of cosmetology schools 
saw less than a quarter of their 
students graduate on time. 
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KEY FINDING 2: 

Cosmetology programs in Utah rarely graduate students 
on time, delaying aspiring cosmetologists’ entry into 
the workforce and increasing their debt burden.

Source: IPEDS.

The actual cost of completing cosmetology 
school may be much higher than the total pro-
gram costs reported for any given year. This is 
because Utah cosmetology schools (n=7–12) of-
ten fail to graduate students on time, or within 
“normal time”—that is, the 12 months programs 
are designed to take on average. Figure 4 displays 
the average percentage of students who graduat-
ed on time per school, within 18 months (150% 
of normal time) or within 24 months (200% of 
normal time) over the study period.

As Figure 4 shows, the average cosmetolo-

gy school graduated about half its students on 
time and roughly four in five within 150% or 
200% of normal time. Put differently, the aver-
age school failed to graduate a fifth of its stu-
dents in twice the time programs were supposed 
to take. And these averages mask the degree of 
variation among individual schools. In any given 
year, about a quarter of schools saw less than a 
quarter of their students graduate on time. Over 
the entire study period, 7% of schools graduated 
no students on time and no school graduated all 
of its students on time.37 
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Source: IPEDS.

Such overages cost students both time and 
money. In addition to being held back from 
entering the workforce, students who do not 
graduate on time may be forced to pay addi-
tional sums. Some cosmetology schools require 
students to complete their programs within a 
certain amount of time and charge them extra 
tuition or fees if they fail to do so, which may 
increase students’ debt burden. For example, the 

As can be seen in Figure 5, average gradua-
tion rates were not driven by any particular year. 
Between the 2011–2012 and 2016–2017 school 
years, the average percentage of students per 
school per year who graduated on time ranged 

from a low of 45.3% to a high of 64.9%. Over 
the same time period, the average percentage 
of students per school per year who graduated 
within 24 months ranged from 71.2% to 85.9%. 

Taylor Andrews Academy in Provo charges stu-
dents $12.50 an hour for every hour they remain 
enrolled after their original expected graduation 
date.38 Similarly, students of American Beauty 
Academy, with campuses in Payson and West 
Valley City, pay $9.50 for each additional hour 
they need to complete the program’s require-
ments.39 
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* No burdensome state licensure or education requirements. 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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KEY FINDING 3: 

If aspiring cosmetologists graduate and become licensed 
in Utah, they frequently end up in jobs where they 
earn low wages, likely making it difficult to repay loans.

Aspiring cosmetologists presumably assume 
these burdens because they believe going to cos-
metology school will prepare them for well-pay-
ing work. Unfortunately, the reality is often less 
rosy. In Utah, cosmetologist salaries are largely 
comparable to those for occupations that do not 
have the same types of licensing burdens or that 
are not licensed at all. For example, according to 
2020 Bureau of Labor Statistics data for Utah, 
cosmetologists make less than restaurant cooks 
or concierges ($26,570 compared to $27,380 

and $29,370, respectively; see Figure 6).40 These 
occupations do not see large pluralities of peo-
ple taking out student loans (and thus going 
into debt) before they are allowed enter them, 
nor do these occupations have similar licens-
ing requirements. And yet people working in 
them make more money than cosmetologists. 
Such low wages likely make it difficult for many 
cosmetologists to make ends meet—and repay 
their student loans.
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The data indicate very few cosmetologists 
command celebrity-stylist wages. Yet, given the 
expense of attending cosmetology school, it 
seems likely many aspirants enter the field ex-
pecting more. Cosmetology schools are keen to 
encourage these great expectations. Their web-
sites frequently assert that a career in cosmetolo-
gy comes with far higher earning potential than 
is revealed by analyzing the actual numbers.

For example, the website for Cameo Col-

lege of Essential Beauty in Murray notes on its 
website that the national average salary for a cos-
metologist is $38,843, based on a 2007 survey 
from the National Accrediting Commission of 
Career Arts and Sciences.41 This was at a time 
when BLS reported that the national median 
salary for a cosmetologist was just $24,550.42 
And, indeed, a closer look at the NACCAS data 
reveals the salary estimate is based on guesswork 
coupled with unsupported assumptions.43 
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KEY FINDING 4: 

Our data suggest Utah’s licensure requirements 
largely explain why cosmetology school takes as long 
as it does. 

Our data suggest state licensure requirements 
largely explain why cosmetology school takes as 
long (and costs as much) as it does: Nearly all 
cosmetology program lengths (n=20–23) exactly 
match the hours required for licensure. During 
the 2016–2017 school year, 19 of 21 Utah cos-
metology programs set their hours at 1,600, the 
number required for licensure. Lending further 
credence to the theory that state mandates drive 
cosmetology program hours, IJ’s national study 
found similar results nationwide. 

Moreover, after Utah lowered required ed-
ucation hours from 2,000 to 1,600 in March 
2013,44 over 80% of schools decreased their 
hours to match for the 2013–2014 school year. 
By the following school year, approximately 
87% of schools had done the same. And by the 
year after that, all but two had. (See Figure 7.) 
IJ’s national study found similar patterns for the 
three other states that decreased required educa-

tion hours during the study period.45 This sug-
gests schools will rapidly reduce their curriculum 
hours in response to reduced licensure require-
ments. From students’ perspective, this makes 
sense. Aspiring cosmetologists need to meet state 
licensure requirements to work legally. Training 
beyond that is a waste of time and money—unless 
employers seek job candidates with more ad-
vanced credentials. 

Indeed, the data suggest students may pe-
nalize schools that keep hours high despite re-
ductions in state mandates: Schools that failed 
to reduce program hours to match licensing 
requirements saw enrollment declines. For ex-
ample, Evans Hairstyling College in Cedar City 
did not reduce program hours during the study 
period. Over the 2013–2014 to 2016–2017 
school years, the data show the school’s enroll-
ment dropped by almost 25%.
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Source: IPEDS.

In short, the near-universal match between 
state mandates and cosmetology program hours, 
including reductions in program hours follow-
ing reductions in licensing hours, suggests em-
ployers are not demanding additional training. 
Furthermore, given how rapidly programs were 
able to reduce curriculum hours, there may be 

nothing inherent to cosmetology that requires a 
certain number of hours. Cosmetology did not 
suddenly become less dangerous or less sophisti-
cated, yet programs were able to shed hundreds 
of hours in requirements almost overnight. In-
stead, it appears that government mandates 
drive cosmetology school program hours.



DISCUSSION
These findings suggest the current licens-

ing and training system is not serving aspiring 
cosmetologists. To legally enter the field, they 
generally must pay for lengthy and expensive 
schooling that often fails to graduate students on 
time, delaying their entry into the workforce and 
increasing their costs. If they graduate and secure 
a job, pay will typically be low, which means they 
may have a difficult time making ends meet and 
repaying the loans that financed their education. 
Especially given that most cosmetology students 
come from lower-income backgrounds, these 
findings are concerning. 

The current system may also fail to serve 
consumers of beauty services. Generally, con-
sumers do not care about a service provider’s li-
censing status. A recent study found that, among 
those who recently paid for home improvement 
services, what was most important in selecting 
a service were reviews, prices and recommen-
dations.46 Less than 1% of people identified li-
censure as an important factor in their decision 
making. Moreover, it is not clear Utah’s cosme-
tology licensing requirements are tightly linked 
to protecting public health and safety. Not only 
does the state require more training for cosme-
tologists than it does for EMTs, but only small 
portions of required training explicitly address 
health and safety. To the extent curricular man-
dates extend beyond legitimate health and safety 
goals, additional training may serve only to limit 
entry into the field, suppressing competition and 
innovation.

In addition, the current system is likely a bad 
deal for taxpayers—the funders of Pell Grants 
and guarantors of government loans used to fi-
nance pricey cosmetology schools. Indeed, prior 
research has found evidence that Title IV—that 
is, federal aid-eligible—for-profit cosmetology 
schools raise tuition above the actual cost of pro-
viding education to capture federal aid dollars. 

Using data from Florida, the study found Title 
IV for-profit cosmetology schools charge almost 
70% more for tuition than their non-Title IV 
counterparts. The study also determined school 
quality, as measured by pass rates on state licens-
ing exams, was not a driver of price differences.47

This suggests many cosmetology schools are 
charging more money without providing higher 
quality training because taxpayer-financed fed-
eral student aid allows students to pay higher 
prices. Another study lends further support to 
this proposition: It found that more generous 
student aid encourages entry into for-profit in-
stitutions48—such as those that account for all 
of the Utah cosmetology schools in our sam-
ple (n=7–12). Put differently, taxpayer support 
may encourage students to choose more expen-
sive schools and take on more debt while also 
encouraging schools to raise tuition. Taxpayers 
foot the bill, students are left with more debt and 
schools reap the rewards—without providing a 
better education.

Who is served by the current system of 
state-mandated cosmetology schooling? Con-
siderable scholarship suggests licensing policy is 
dominated by occupational insiders, who may 
use regulation to limit competition and keep 
prices high.49 In the case of cosmetology, state li-
censing requirements give cosmetology schools a 
captive audience of students—and likely subject 
that audience to longer, costlier schooling than 
they would experience absent licensing laws. 

In short, the high costs of cosmetology 
school appear disconnected from the rewards 
cosmetologists can expect to reap, to say noth-
ing of any risks the occupation might pose to the 
public. Instead, the entire system may be a failed 
model of professional development that primar-
ily works to transfer wealth from students and 
taxpayers to cosmetology schools.
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Cosmetology licensing imposes 
heavy burdens on aspirants, and 
these burdens do not pay off in 
the form of well-paying jobs. 
Moreover, these licensing bur-
dens bear little relation to public 
health and safety. 
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Among the widely agreed-upon principles 
of sound licensing policy are that less restrictive 
alternatives should be preferred and that, if an 
occupation is licensed, requirements should be 
narrowly tailored to address public health and 
safety concerns without unnecessarily interfering 
with open occupational entry.50 

With that in mind, Utah policymakers 
should closely examine the state’s cosmetology/
barber licensing law to determine whether it is 
truly protecting public health and safety—or 
whether it is instead simply keeping would-be 
workers out of work. Among the questions poli-
cymakers should ask:

Are there obviously safe niche practices that 
could be exempted from licensure altogether?

How much of state-mandated curricula ad-
dresses the government’s interest in public 
health and safety—and is the rest necessary?

To the extent cosmetology practices are al-
ready regulated to protect public health with 
safety and sanitation mandates—typically 
enforced through inspections—how much 
does licensure add to these regulations?51

Some of these questions are already on Utah 
policymakers’ minds. In recent years, Utah pol-
icymakers have shown concern about the effects 
of unnecessary and unnecessarily high licensing 
burdens on workers. In addition to freeing pro-
viders of niche cosmetology services like hair 
braiding and blow dry bars from licensure and 
modestly reducing cosmetology licensing hours, 
they have reined in licensing burdens across 
many occupations. Perhaps most notably, they 
dramatically scaled back licensing requirements 
for the construction trades, including reducing 
the experience requirement for general contrac-
tors from four years to two years and eliminating 
altogether the two-year experience requirement 

CONCLUSION
for specialty contractors.52 And last year, they ad-
opted universal license recognition, allowing new 
residents to convert licenses from other states into 
Utah licenses.53 

But policymakers can and should think big-
ger. Governor Cox’s executive order provides an 
opportunity to do just that. As this policy brief 
illustrates, cosmetology licensing imposes heavy 
burdens on aspirants, and these burdens do not 
pay off in the form of well-paying jobs. Moreover, 
these licensing burdens bear little relation to pub-
lic health and safety. These findings suggest poli-
cymakers should take a hard look at whether the 
state’s license is the proper way to regulate cosme-
tology. 

To protect the public from what risks cosme-
tology may pose, policymakers should consider 
requiring only brief training in health and safety 
basics, similar to that required for people working 
in blow dry bars. As it stands, cosmetology schools 
cover health and safety topics during just a fraction 
of the 1,600 hours required for licensure. The state 
could otherwise regulate cosmetology via facility 
or salon licenses subject to county or municipal 
inspections, similar to how restaurants are regulat-
ed.54 Indeed, salons in at least some Utah jurisdic-
tions are already subject to sanitation regulations 
enforced through inspections.55 And microblading 
is already regulated solely in this way.56 And, of 
course, cosmetologists could still choose to attend 
cosmetology school, if they wished to learn skills 
and signal to employers and customers that they 
have obtained formal training. 

While several states have considered similar 
moves,57 none has so far adopted this program. 
This means Utah could be the first. This pioneer-
ing reform program would advance the state’s 
interest in protecting public health and safety 
without barring entry to cosmetology and related 
occupations. This would also leave consumers, not 
the government, in charge of deciding whether a 
person is good at cutting hair or doing nails—as 
they should be.
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