
VIEWPOINT

With Christmas around the corner, stories 
about consumption and purchasing power 
tend to make headlines. Often, we’re told 
that “everything is more expensive” or that 
“our purchasing power is stagnating.” What 
are the facts of the matter?

Discussions of purchasing power often focus on 
the evolution of salaries or of prices. Yet this kind 
of comparison obscures an important factor that 
keeps raising our capacity to purchase goods: 
productivity. Indeed, when purchasing power is 
evaluated by measuring the cost of goods and 
services in terms of hours of work needed to pur-
chase them, the picture changes considerably. 
By this measure, there is a big difference be-
tween what people can consume today and what 
they could consume three decades ago.

To illustrate this oft-ignored fact, we have com-
pared the prices in 2018 of a basket of goods 
that could be offered today as Christmas gifts 
with the prices of these same goods back in 
1984.1 To properly measure purchasing power, 
we have also taken into account the average 
hourly wage of Canadian workers in 1984 with 
the average wage in 2018.2 We have thus been 
able to establish how much time an individual 
had to work back then to pay for a video game 
console or a television, for example, and how 
much time an individual has to work today to 
purchase the same good, or its closest equiva-
lent. The comparison is not intended to be strict-
ly scientific, but it is nonetheless illuminating.

TIME IS MONEY
For example, to buy a 20-inch cathode-ray tube 
colour television, a worker had to work 49 hours 
in 1984, or more than a full workweek. In 2018, a 
worker could buy a 20-inch flat screen colour 
television by spending just nine hours on the job, 

barely more than a single day of work. (The same tele-
vision can also be ordered online, from the comfort of 
home!)

A cordless telephone for the home required almost ten 
hours of work in 1984. In 2018, just two hours and a 
quarter would suffice for a similar, but superior, product. 
In the same vein, a Sharp scientific calculator cost a 
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Table 1

 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Table 14-10-0205-01: Average hourly earnings for employees 

paid by the hour, by industry, monthly, unadjusted for seasonality; Statistics Canada, Table 

18-10-0004-01: Consumer Price Index, monthly, not seasonally adjusted; Catalogue Québec, 

1984-1985 Consumers Distributing catalogue; Amazon.ca.

Difference in hours of work needed to purchase 
various consumption goods

Items Hours  
in 1984

Hours  
in 2018 Difference

Circular saw 4.5 2.5 -45%

ColecoVision / Xbox One S 
game console 17.6 14.4 -18%

Colour television, 20-inch 49.1 8.7 -82%

Cordless telephone 10.0 2.0 -80%

Freezer, 4 ft3 25.1 16.4 -35%

Hockey net 2.5 2.1 -18%

Iron 3.5 2.1 -42%

Lego set, 335 pieces 2.9 2.7 -7%

Macintosh / iMac computer 324.1 70.9 -78%

Risk board game 1.6 1.2 -23%

Rowing machine 14.5 5.4 -63%

Sharp scientific calculator 5.0 1.2 -75%

                                                    Average difference: -47%
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worker in 1984, in terms of hours worked, four 
times more than a worker in 2018. And the “sci-
entific” calculator back then had 61 functions… 
versus 640 for today’s version!

Even for consumption goods without a signifi-
cant technological component, today’s shopper 
stands to save, if somewhat less spectacularly. 
For instance, a small freezer (4 ft3) required 25 
hours of work in 1984, compared to 16 hours 
today. The hours of work needed to buy a circu-
lar saw (4.5 hours in 1984 versus 2.5 hours in 
2018) or an iron (3.5 hours in 1984 versus 2 
hours in 2018) have also fallen substantially. 
For certain goods, however, the cost in hours 
worked today is almost the same as it was in 
1984. For example, a 335-piece Lego set cost 
2.9 hours of work in 1984, while another set, 
with the same number of pieces, costs 2.7 hours 
of work today.

Thus, by reconstructing a basket of goods that 
could be found underneath a family’s Christmas 
tree (see Table 1), we can see that the goods in 
the 2018 basket cost around half of what those 
from 1984 cost, measured in hours of work—the 
average difference being 47%.3

Moreover, in the great majority of cases, today’s 
goods are of higher quality and have more func-
tions. Most also use less energy and are less 
polluting than their equivalent predecessors 
(think of automobiles, for instance, or certain 
household appliances). Some “modern” de-
vices may not last as long, but when we take 
into account their relatively low prices com-
pared to their 1984 versions, the savings tend 
to amply compensate for the shorter lifespans, 
when they are shorter.

WHY ARE LIVING STANDARDS RISING?
If the cost of typical consumer goods in terms 
of hours worked has tended to fall over time, it 
is mainly because of the general increase in pro-
ductivity. Indeed, capital investments over the 
years on the part of businesses, as well as techno- 
logical innovation, lead to large increases in the 
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productivity of both machines and workers, with the lat-
ter having better tools to work with.4

To this must be added the growth of human capital, 
namely the knowledge and skills that workers acquire 
through education, training, and experience, which raise 
the value of work, and as a result, the average wage.5 
The competition and efficiency gains entailed by inter-
national trade have also contributed to the phenomen-
on.6 Actually, even ignoring the calculation of hours 
worked, prices adjusted for inflation for many of these 
goods are lower than they were a generation ago.7 The 
final result is that over time, the average Canadian work-
er improves his or her real purchasing power per hour 
worked.

We sometimes have the impression that the average 
worker has trouble making ends meet, and this is true in 
some regards: The price of housing, for example, can be 
a challenge in certain cities. This should not blind us to 
the fact that in many regards, this worker has never been 
richer, and this increased wealth is due in large part to 
an economic environment that is favourable to trade and 
investment. It would be a welcome Christmas gift for our 
politicians to further encourage the widespread benefits 
of economic growth.

http://catalogues.quebec/pages/catalogues/distribution_aux_consommateurs/dac_1984-85/
http://catalogues.quebec/pages/catalogues/distribution_aux_consommateurs/dac_1984-85/

